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Abstract 
 

This article is focuses on an educational programme to facilitate critical thinking within the nursing perspective. For the purpose of de-

veloping an educational programme; the study was conducted in four phases, beginning with a needs assessment in Phase 1 through 

which the researcher determined the need of student nurses in terms of critical thinking. The deductive data analysis of phase 1 served as 

conceptual framework for the development of education programme in phase 2. 

Phase 2 consisted of the development of educational framework to facilitate critical thinking in student nurses. Specific educational ap-

proaches and a philosophical framework were employed during the development of the programme. An expert opinion on the programme 

was obtained before the implementation could be concluded in phase 3. Phase 3 and 3 of the study were conducted simultaneously. Phase 

3 covered the implementation of the educational programme and Phase 4 the evaluation.  

The process itself includes, the purpose of the development of the programme, conducting a situational analysis; utilization of philosoph-

ical approaches, developing the educational programme; content of the programme; educational and curriculum approaches integrated 

into the development of an educational programme and strategies to overcome obstacles during the implementation of an educational 

programme. 
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1. Introduction 

Nursing all over the world is faced with the challenge of teaching 

students from varying backgrounds and diverse cultures (Richard-

son, 1998) and Namibia is no exception to this phenomenon. Pre-

paring future professionals in the health sciences require making 

judgments in highly complex environments (Facione et. al., 1997). 

The preparation of these professionals includes the development 

of critical thinking. Critical thinking has become one of the 

benchmarks that are used to measure successful learning outcomes 

of students today. In the rapidly changing arena of health care, 

professional nurses must have critical thinking skills and use them 

to deliver optimal care. One way of achieving this is by offering 

an educational programme (Jenkins & Turick–Gibson, 1999; Gel-

lin & Beard, 2007).  

It is evident in literature that educators should move away from 

unilateral teaching such as lecturing which promotes dependency 

and passivity. Educators must be willing to examine and imple-

ment strategies that will provide participatory, meaningful and 

stimulating learning for the students, targeting their educational 

needs and priorities with self-esteem and authority. Educators are 

therefore challenged to identify measures and justify thoughtful, 

fair-minded engagement in problem solving, decision making and 

professional judgments which are all indicative of critical think-

ing. It is also emphasized that through practice and with guidance 

from a good facilitator, we can develop our thinking skills as far 

as our natural abilities allow (Pond et. al., 1991; Facione et al., 

1997; Fichardt & Viljoen, 2000; Facione, Facione & Giancarlo, 

2000; Banning, 2005). 

This article addressed the development of a programme to facili-

tate critical thinking in student nurses, to meet the above chal-

lenge. Initially, an overview of and rationale for the educational 

programme were provided and the approaches utilized to guide the 

development of the educational programme were discussed. It is 

also important to mention that the main focus of the programme 

was to help the student to acquire skills in a “learn by doing” ap-

proach since the programme emphasized active participation by 

the student (ADEA, 2006, p.931). The researcher strove to con-

tribute towards the development of the individual’s capacity for 

personal and social growth. “It was all about people” (Anastasi, 

2004). The researcher’s vision in designing an educational pro-

gramme to facilitate the development of critical thinking skills in 

the student nurse was to develop the skills of nurses in Namibia so 

that they would be able to face the challenges of the nursing pro-

fession in that country. It was envisaged that the students should 

finish the educational programme with a knowledge base and 

skills in critical thinking that they had not expected to acquire at 

the beginning of the programme.  

It is essential, however, to realize that it is necessary to adapt 

whatever is taught to nursing students to address the needs of the 

individual student and to adapt the teaching strategies accordingly 

(Richardson, 1998, p.17; CTL, 2005, p.1). Furthermore it should 

be kept in mind that the student profile has changed tremendously 

over the past years, which requires the educator to be flexible in 

considering adult education principles.  

Although some authors like Van Gelder (n.d,) see the develop-

ment of critical thinking as a lifelong journey that cannot be taught 

overnight, it is also essential to start somewhere in the develop-

ment of critical thinking. Educators should begin infusing the 
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concept, since “it is never too early or too late to start working on 

it” (Van Gelder, n.d, p. 3; Sternberg & Spear-Swerling, 1996; 

Abegglen, 1997).  

The researcher is aware of the fact that students cannot be skilled 

in critical thinking after a short programme on critical thinking, 

but is confident that the educational programme will sensitize 

advanced thinkers in nursing to start developing their critical 

thinking skills so that the nurses of Namibia become “smart” in 

the execution of their nursing tasks. It is also the responsibility of 

an educator to provide as many opportunities as possible to the 

students to develop within a certain context .Learning is not the 

result of development, it is development. It requires self-

organization from the prospective learner (Fosnot, 1996, p 29; 

Mentkowski & Associates, 2000, p. 58). 

It is true that incorporating critical thinking into teaching pose 

challenges to the teacher, but those who do this in the right spirit 

and with dedication will be rewarded by observing clients receiv-

ing quality care 

The American Association of Colleges of Nursing and the Nation-

al League for Nursing support the inclusion of critical thinking as 

an outcome criterion and central competency for nursing educa-

tion programmes (Applegate, 1998,; Redding, 2001,; Stone, Da-

vidson, Evans & Hansen, 2001; Oberleitner, n.d.,). However, this 

is a fairly new concept to nursing education. As late as 1991, nurs-

ing education played a “nominal role in the development of criti-

cal thinking” (Oberleitner, n.d,). Redding (2001), is confident that 

higher education (including nursing education) is designed to fos-

ter the development of intellectual competencies and skills includ-

ing critical thinking skills. At the same time, it was also indicated 

that critical thinking can be taught in several ways, with specific 

reference to a separate course/ programme (Wright, 2002).  

To emphasize the importance of the concept of critical thinking, it 

should be remembered that higher education is constantly in the 

limelight and comes in for criticism on whether the programmes 

they offer prepare their graduates adequately to perform in their 

field of interest. It is considered that taking difficult classes devel-

ops the brain more than taking easy classes. This implies that ses-

sions, in programmes, that challenge critical thinking will produce 

more results than straightforward sessions (Mentkowski & Asso-

ciates, 2000; Jensen, 2006). Therefore, in the light of the above the 

researcher considered it applicable and appropriate to develop an 

educational programme for final-year nursing students to facilitate 

the development of their critical thinking skills in nursing practice 

before they enter nursing as professionals.  

The educational programme that was developed for the study was 

in line with the educational expectation that a programme should 

have a specific focus, based on a needs assessment. This is in fact 

considered to be crucial in the development of a programme 

(Fichardt & Viljoen, 2000; Thorpe & Loo, 2003).  

The focus of this educational programme was to facilitate the de-

velopment of critical thinking in student nurses to increase their 

ability to solve problems and improve the quality of nursing care 

within the Namibian context. An integral part of this programme 

was to teach participants in the programme (the student nurses) 

how to use critical thinking to synthesize knowledge and abilities 

in providing holistic care for clients/patients across their life span. 

Given that we can never anticipate every possible problem, edu-

cating people to think remains our best chance of solving the prob-

lems that come our way (Facione, Facione & Giancarlo, 1997(b) 

Boland, 1998; Finke & Boland, 1998; Fichardt & Viljoen, 2000; 

Thorpe & Loo, 2003).  

2. purpose of the study 

The general purpose of nursing research is to answer questions or 

solve problems relevant to the nursing profession (Polit & Beck, 

2006, p. 19). The specific purpose of this study was to develop, 

implement and evaluate an educational programme that will pro-

mote critical thinking among student nurses in order to empower 

them to practise critical thinking as professional nurses after com-

pleting their studies. 

3. Objectives of the study 

The objectives of the study were to: 

 Conduct a needs assessment on the needs of the student 

nurse in Namibia regarding critical thinking in nursing prac-

tice 

 Develop an educational programme to facilitate critical 

thinking among student nurses in nursing practice  

 Implement and evaluate an educational programme to facili-

tate critical thinking among student nurses in nursing prac-

tice 

4. Methodology 

In the light of the above arguments and with literature support 

relating to the essence and applicability of educational pro-

grammes in the development of critical thinking in nursing educa-

tion, the researcher developed an educational programme (phase 

2) to facilitate critical thinking in the student nurse. The process 

includes, the purpose of the development of the programme, con-

ducting a situational analysis; utilization of philosophical ap-

proaches, developing the educational programme; content of the 

programme; educational and curriculum approaches integrated 

into the development of an educational programme and strategies 

to overcome obstacles during the implementation of an education-

al programme 

4.1. Purpose 

The purpose of phase two (2) of the study was to develop an edu-

cational programme within a conceptual framework. The nature, 

content and extent of the educational programme focused on the 

facilitation of the development and application of essential critical 

thinking skills which every nurse practitioner should master in 

nursing practice. This would enable the student nurse to render 

quality care to their clients /patients.  

4.2. Conducting a situational analysis 

The development of the educational programme was strengthened 

by the need that was identified in Namibia, namely that nursing 

students do not apply critical thinking skills in their management 

of patients and rendering of client/patient care. The fact that Na-

mibian nurses fail to apply critical thinking skills in the execution 

of their daily nursing tasks has been identified as a challenge to 

nursing education in Namibia. 

4.3. Philosophical approaches 

The researcher incorporated the philosophy of humanistic existen-

tialism as well as the principles of constructivism that support 

existentialism into the programme. 

Humanistic existentialism, although the philosophical approach to 

the research has already been described in chapter 1, the research-

er anticipated the integration of philosophical assumptions into the 

development of the educational programme. 

The philosophical basis of an educational programme refers to the 

underlying values and beliefs that influence and direct the pro-

gramme structure and its substance. It is important that the devel-

opment of the programme be in line with the philosophy and mis-

sion statement of the institution. These describe the unique pur-

pose and reason for the existence of an institution (Csokasy, 

1998). 

The educational programme was developed within the philosophi-

cal approach of humanistic existentialism, which is in line with the 

mission statement of the Faculty of Medical and Health Sciences 
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at the University of Namibia where nursing students are trained. 

Humanistic existentialism focuses on individualism and self-

fulfillment, choices that need to be made, freedom of choice, 

meaning of choice and the responsibility one has for choice that 

indicates that a person is uniquely responsible for his/her own fate. 

It is believed that individuals are faced with freedom of choice to 

participate in the programme and that the development of critical 

thinking in the student and professional nurse remains a personal 

choice (Praeger, 1995; Dillard & Laidig, 1998) . 

For the development of this educational programme the researcher 

focused on the student nurse as an individual on the verge of be-

coming a professional nurse who is responsible for the rendering 

of comprehensive health care. Rendering comprehensive health 

care involves the ability to identify and address the health needs of 

the nation of Namibia to render a service, especially in the do-

mains of preventive, promotive, curative and rehabilitative health 

care.  

In order to be able to render comprehensive health care, the stu-

dent nurse has to develop as a critical thinker to empower him-

/herself to exercise professional judgment which will ensure that 

the Namibian public will receive high quality safe, professionally 

and ethically based health care (Faculty of Medical and Health 

Sciences- objectives, UNAM). The above-mentioned is in line 

with the view of Shaw (2006) on the existentialistic approach. 

Shaw says that in the class of the existentialist, subject matter 

takes second place to helping the students understand and appreci-

ate themselves as unique individuals who accept complete respon-

sibility for their thoughts, feelings and actions.  

Humanistic existentialism as a philosophical approach to the study 

implied furthermore that student nurses should become aware of 

their ability to realize their potential, should have freedom of re-

sponsibility and in relation to others strive to find themselves in 

this process of developing critical thinking. Moreover, as human 

beings we should realize that we live in a world of complexities 

and possibilities and we all have the responsibility for making the 

most of this existence. Existentialism is particularly applicable to 

nursing because of its emphasis on self-determination, freedom of 

choice and self-responsibility (Praeger, 1995; Dillard & Laidig, 

1998). A structure supportive of the philosophy of humanistic 

existentialism is one of the principles of constructivism which also 

supports the learner as a unique individual with unique back-

grounds and needs.  

The constructivist paradigm, also referred to as the naturalistic 

paradigm, began as a counter movement to positivism and repre-

sents an alternative system for inquiry (Polit& Beck, 2006).It may 

also be considered a philosophical framework of learning. For the 

constructivist /naturalistic inquirer, reality is not fixed and many 

constructions are possible. In research, constructivism relates find-

ings to the interaction between the inquirer and participants ( Polit 

& Beck 2006; Wikipedia ,n.d (a)).  

For the educational principles and approach the constructivism 

focuses on the learner with multiple interpretations in mind, and 

where interaction among the learner and other stakeholders in the 

education process are important. The emphasis in the constructiv-

ist approach is on facilitator-supported learning, initiated and di-

rected by the learner (Wikipedia ,n.d (a)). 

Constructivism emphasizes the involvement of the learner/student 

in his own learning to construct and create new ideas from previ-

ous experience. It is thus important that the learner is given the 

opportunity to voice his experience and to allow as many con-

struction of a situation as possible. The principles of constructiv-

ism as applied to this educational programme were as follows: 

 Real-world environments were incorporated into the pro-

gramme, which assisted the participants to focus on every-

day world problems in terms of case scenarios. However, 

conditions during the implementation of the programme al-

lowed for different interpretations of a given situation which 

facilitated active participation by the participants of the ed-

ucational programme  

 The facilitator of the educational programme (researcher) 

served as the coach to facilitate thoughts and strategies to 

solve these problems but participants were allowed freedom 

of thought and construction. 

 The presentation of the educational programme focused on 

knowledge construction and not reproduction (see chapter 

7). 

 Reflective practice was fostered because constructivism al-

lows and emphasizes understanding of a situation and not 

merely a reproduction as already mentioned.  

 Multiple modes of presentation were encouraged which 

provided for the uniqueness of the learner/participant while 

allowing the learner to develop and individual potential.  

 Self-awareness in the construction of knowledge was em-

phasized (Murphy, 1997; Savard, 2004; Polit & Beck, 2006; 

Wikipedia, n.d (a)). 

Except for the philosophical approaches, different educational 

approaches were also integrated into the development of the pro-

gramme. 

4.4. Objectives of an educational programme 

The objectives for this educational programme were compiled to 

enhance the development of critical thinking skills among student 

nurses by focusing on the less obvious and by helping the nurse to 

develop a “why” attitude towards the obvious. To allow the stu-

dents to learn to be self–aware and reflective, self-assessed and 

self-regarding, the educational programme needed to provide op-

portunities for reflective self-awareness, using a subtle approach 

and questioning attitude towards decisions made in the care of the 

patient (Robinson, 1998, p.4; Mentkowski & Associates, 2000). 

The following objectives were therefore developed for the educa-

tional programme: 

The researcher  

 Formulated objectives for the educational programme to fa-

cilitate the development of critical thinking in student nurs-

es. These included sensitization of the group towards the 

term “critical thinking” and an introduction to critical think-

ing concepts.  

 Outlined the content that had to be covered in the pro-

gramme which was within the conceptual framework as dis-

cussed in chapter 5.  

 Explored, described and designed the strategies that will be 

followed during the implementation of the programme.  

 Integrated the critical thinking concepts into nursing prac-

tice by constructing case scenarios. 

 Drafted specific questions to strengthen the application of 

critical thinking concepts in the management of the case 

scenario. 

 Peer-reviewed the proposed programme. 

 Made the draft programme available to experts for valida-

tion  

4.5. Content of the programme 

The researcher employed specific teaching strategies during the 

educational programme to facilitate critical thinking. The strate-

gies that were used are case scenarios and debating. 

Case scenario:  

With any educational programme and/or curriculum it is important 

to identify teaching strategies suitable to address or offer the con-

tent of the particular curriculum. This educational programme was 

no exception. After the design and the validation of the education-

al programme content, strategies for teaching were decided upon.  

Years back Sternberg (1985) believed that critical thinking should 

be taught by using instructional material that reflects the realities 

of thinking in real life, which is strongly supported by the con-

structivists. Students have to be confronted with real-life problems, 

in the form of case scenarios, to understand how critical thinking 

can be used in everyday situations. The presentation of real- life 

problems in these case scenarios happens to be not only useful for 
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thinking, but also successful in the development of critical think-

ing (Cooke & Moyle, 2002). 

A case scenario is defined as an in-depth analysis of a real-life 

situation as a way to illustrate class content and theory to real or 

simulated life or both. It requires the student to be actively in-

volved in the educational setting, constructing ideas and debating 

decisions around a specific problem in the form of a case scenar-

io .This strategy is extremely useful in nursing education as a 

means of exposing students to a case that they may come across in 

order to encourage debating in the class to facilitate critical think-

ing on the solution to the problem (Rowles & Brigham, 1998,; 

Cooke & Moyle, 2002; Baumberger-Henry, 2005).  

Debating of a case in a case scenario is “a realistic way to present 

didactic information in a more meaningful text” (Pond, Bradshaw 

& Turner, 1991, p.18) and it may be a useful tool to teach students 

decision making and planning of care. It gives the individual the 

opportunity to use his/her knowledge base, deep-rooted ideas and 

assumptions to solve the problem (Thurmond, 2001; Souers, 

2002).In constructivism the utilization of case scenarios is also 

seen as a means of challenging students. Constructivism examines 

how learning takes place, involving negotiation, with respect for 

and meaningful interpretation of ideas, making sense of an experi-

ence which is an excellent strategy to employ and fostering critical 

thinking because it calls for student interactions. Student interac-

tions present students with the opportunity to practice and master 

their skills (Smith, 2002; Siegel, 2005; Baumberger-Henry, 2005). 

Therefore the researcher (and facilitator of the programme) decid-

ed to focus on the utilization of case scenarios in the presentation 

of this educational programme, designed to facilitate critical think-

ing in student nurses. 

However, for this teaching strategy to be successful, cases should 

be well designed and realistic. These criteria applied to the case 

scenarios that were developed for this educational programme. 

Furthermore the class environment should be non-threatening and 

peaceful. This is the responsibility of the facilitator, as described 

under the principles of adult education (Rowles & Brigham, 1998; 

Baumberger-Henry, 2005). 

The advantage of case scenarios is that they stimulate critical 

thinking, retention and recall on condition that they reflect the 

realities of everyday problem solving. Unless these criteria are met, 

it is doubtful that students will be able to apply what they have 

learned from these programmes in their everyday lives (Sternberg, 

1985). For this educational programme different case scenarios 

were presented after the concepts had been lectured, to enable 

students to apply critical thinking skills to a general and nursing 

situation. By brainstorming for ideas during group work, students 

were given the opportunity to examine their own viewpoints and 

rethink old ideas to fit the needs of the client/patient. By doing this 

the facilitator enhanced active participation and self-directed 

learning (Pond et.al., 1991; Rowles & Brigham, 1998; Cooke & 

Moyle, 2002). 

Debating: 

In addition to case scenarios, debating can also be employed as a 

teaching strategy for the facilitation of critical thinking. The re-

searcher attempted to enhance debating of relevant issues in 

groups so as to involve students in decision making. Debates are 

described as a valuable teaching method to enhance critical think-

ing in nursing. They also encourage students to exchange ideas on 

their decisions and outcomes. Debates can also be initiated by 

confronting students with real-life situations and thereby giving 

them the opportunity to apply their knowledge to solve problems 

and live the experience of their client/patient. It was also indicated 

that regular reflection on the debates would facilitate student 

learning. Debating can be a very successful exercise when it is 

done in small groups. Small group discussions promote communi-

cation in students who are quiet and nonverbal by nature. These 

students feel at ease when they can air their opinions in a small 

group (Abegglen, 1997; Jenkins & Turick–Gibson, 1999,; Varner 

& Peck, 2003; Candela, Michael & Mitchell, 2003). 

Throughout the discussion the researcher has indicated, integrated 

and discussed several strategies that can enhance active participa-

tion and by doing that ultimately foster critical thinking. However, 

to summarize, the following strategies as indicated in table 1, were 

employed to facilitate interaction during the implementation of an 

educational programme for the facilitation of critical thinking. 

This will also help participants in their everyday contact and 

communication with patients/clients: 

 
Table 1: Strategies to Enhance Interaction 

Strategies To Enhance Interaction During Programme Implementation  

Strategy Application in study/implementation of programme  

Reflection  

Participants were asked to constantly reflect on their 

approach towards the case study that they were con-

fronted with 

Respect and 
collaboration  

During the discussions participants were requested to 

respect each others input and collaborate in groups to 

facilitate their thinking  

Mutual trust  
Group members were expected to trust each other and 

cooperate with each other  

Effective 

listening  

Group members had an opportunity to present and to 
listen to other presentations to comment and reflect. By 

doing that members learned from each other and interac-

tion was promoted  

Effective 

questioning 

Questioning was encouraged amongst groups and group 

members  
To question also correspond with the inquisitive trait of 

a critical thinker 

Questioning further enhances the participants skills to 
employ in patient care  

Feedback and 
paraphrasing  

After each group session constructive feedback was 

given per group and others were expected to elaborate 
and question the other groups. This enhanced interaction 

among the participants as well as among the facilitator 

and participant. If any uncertainty existed about the 
feedback of a group the technique of paraphrasing were 

utilized  

 Self –

disclosure  

Self-disclosure was eminent in development of the mu-
tual trust and relationship amongst group members. A 

participant was given time before commenting on an 

issue to disclose feelings about a particular scenario  

(Quinn, 2000, p. 470 – 475). 

4.6. Educational and curriculum approaches integrated 

into the development of an educational programme  

An eclectic approach to the development of this educational pro-

gramme was applied. Different curriculum and educational ap-

proaches were utilized in the design of the educational pro-

gramme. 

The researcher strove to keep the programme simple but not sim-

plistic, to serve as a guide to the nursing student in everyday nurs-

ing practice. The educational programme had an outcomes-based 

focus, namely to facilitate the development of critical thinking 

skills by the student nurse. Outcomes are described by Zundel, 

Needham, Richards, Kershaw, Daugharty and Robak (n.d., p. 2) as 

educational targets, something that the facilitator expected to 

achieve. The latter authors also emphasize that, during outcomes-

based learning, students are assisted in the achievement of certain 

targets, namely, in this educational programme, the application 

and development of critical thinking skills. This can be achieved 

through courses that are assignment–centered rather than textbook 

and lecture centered (Mihram, n.d.,; Gellin & Beard, 2007). 

The educational programme was developed within the principles 

of adult learning/andragogics , as indicated in the model of 

Knowles (Schoenly, 1998; Quinn & Hughes, 2007), and in sup-

port thereof constructivistic teaching principles were emphasized ( 

as discussed with philosophical approaches ). 

The cyclic curriculum development model as presented by 

Nicholls and Nicholls (1978), the curriculum development model 

related to critical thinking by Videbeck (Feingold & Perlich, 1999) 

and Duldt’s framework on debating critical thinking were also 

utilized as part of the framework for the development of the edu-

cational programme as indicated in figure 2. 

 Cyclic curriculum development model of Nicholls and 

Nicholls 
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With the principles of adult education and constructivism in mind, 

the researcher also utilized a specific method to develop the edu-

cational programme for this study. As mentioned previously, the 

curriculum model of Nicholls and Nicholls was used (figure 2 & 

figure 6). 

The curriculum development model of Nicholls and Nicholls de-

picts curriculum development as a continuing process. This is very 

relevant to critical thinking. The model emphasizes the fact that 

actions within the curriculum are interrelated and interactive, and 

that no actions can take place in a vacuum. Since the model repre-

sents a circular process, it is indicative of an ongoing process with 

no particular starting or finishing point, based on a situational 

analysis. The following five actions are evident in this model: 

 Conducting a situational analysis 

 Selecting objectives 

 Selecting and organizing content 

 Selecting and organizing teaching methods 

 Evaluation (Nicholls & Nicholls 1978). 

Other authors (Mentkowski & Associates, 2000) also support the 

process model of Nicholls and Nicholls. The researcher therefore 

decided to apply this model for the development of the educational 

programme. 

The application of this model to the educational programme de-

veloped for this study, to facilitate the development of critical 

thinking in student nurses, resulted in the following actions: 

 A situational analysis was done in phase 1 to determine to 

what extent senior nursing students are able to execute and 

apply critical thinking in the management of a specific nurs-

ing case. On the basis of this analysis specific objectives to 

address in the educational programme were formulated. It is 

important to mention that the programme objectives related 

to the needs as identified in the situational analysis 

 Content to assure the achievement of the objectives was 

constructed and suitable teaching methods designed to go 

with the content.  

 During implementation of the programme emphasis in the 

choice of teaching methods was on active participation by 

the participants in the educational programme.  

 Evaluation of the programme content was done by means of 

a pretest and posttest, before and after the programme, to 

determine whether there had been any change in the appli-

cation of critical thinking skills by the student nurses after 

attending the programme.  

 Videbeck’s model of curriculum development 

In addition to the process model of Nicholls and Nicholls, the 

researcher found it appropriate to use Videbeck’s curriculum 

model (Feingold & Perlich, 1999) simultaneously with Nicholls 

and Nicholls’s model (1978) as described, as an additional ap-

proach to the development of the educational programme (fig 2 & 

fig 3). This model includes four phases, which perfectly corre-

sponded to the four actions of Nichols & Nicholls’s cyclic curricu-

lum model. These four phases were to describe the concept critical 

thinking, identify critical thinking outcomes, plan strategies to 

foster critical thinking skills and to evaluate student achievement 

during exercises of application of critical thinking (Feingold & 

Perlich, 1999). 

The application of this model to the educational programme for 

senior student nurses can be described as follows: 

 The concept critical thinking was addressed and described 

in both the presentation of the educational programme and 

the handout that was provided to the participants.  

 Clear outcomes for this educational programme with regard 

to critical thinking and its application thereof were formu-

lated, namely that the student would “demonstrate the use of 

critical thinking in the execution of nursing care in address-

ing the patient’s need”. 

 Specific strategies were designed for the educational pro-

gramme to foster the development of critical thinking skills 

during nursing practice. The strategies focused on active 

participation by the participant during the educational pro-

gramme  

 The students’ ability to apply critical thinking was assessed 

by the facilitator of the programme (the researcher) by in-

troducing a pretest before the programme and a posttest af-

ter completion of the programme. These tests were conduct-

ed to determine whether any change(s) had taken place in 

the application of critical thinking skills by students, and if 

so, whether these changes could be ascribed to the educa-

tional programme to facilitate the critical thinking skills of 

senior student nurses. 

 Knowles model on andragogy 

Knowles developed an andragogical model that accommodates 

continuing education and training for adult learners, a group which 

includes nursing students. Andragogy is a term that “belongs” to 

and refers to adult education as described by Knowles and is de-

fined as “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 

1980, p. 43; Merriam & Brockett, 1997; Quinn & Hughes, 2007  

Knowles realized that adults learn differently from the way chil-

dren learn and he was also of the opinion that people learn best 

when treated as human beings during a lifelong process of educa-

tion. Moreover, it is necessary to keep in mind that adult learners 

carry with them the baggage of their expectations of learning de-

rived from formal schooling and that a mind shift might be neces-

sary to get them to feel at ease with the “new” environment. For 

this mind shift to take place it is necessary to have an adult educa-

tor who plan and administers programmes and who counsels and 

facilitates learning by creating awareness in a certain subject 

(Heimlich & Norland, 1994; Merriam & Brockett, 1997; Richard-

son, 1998). 

For the adult educator to establish this mind shift of the learner, 

the following elements in this process model should be kept in 

mind. The adult educator needs to do the following: 

 Establish a climate conducive to learning; referring to the 

physical, human and interpersonal environment. 

 Create a mechanism for mutual planning, a cardinal princi-

ple of andragogy. 

 Diagnose the needs for learning where the adult learner has 

to realize his own needs and perceptions.  

 Design a pattern of learning experiences where self-directed 

learning features prominently.  

 Formulate and operate a programme by setting clear objec-

tives. 

 Evaluate a programme with a five-step approach, namely 

ongoing evaluation, learning evaluation, behaviour evalua-

tion, results evaluation and re-diagnosis of learning needs 

(Dekker, 1998; Quinn & Hughes, 2007). 

The concept of adult learning is supported by Caffarella and Bar-

nett (1994), who state that most adults prefer to be actively in-

volved versus being primarily passive recipients of knowledge. 

Active learning involves the student through participation and an 

investment of energy in all phases of the learning process. How-

ever, adults fear failure, which implies that the educator or facilita-

tor of the programme should ensure a relaxed, psychologically 

safe environment where empowerment of the learner can be facili-

tated (Courtney, 1992; Norton, 1998(b); Norton, 1998,; Levett-

Jones, 2005). 

In support of the andragogical model as described, the develop-

ment of the educational programme focused on cooperative learn-

ing as based on the beliefs of constructivism. Constructivism in 

teaching suggests that people learn through an interaction between 

thinking and experience and it encourages cooperative learning 

and therefore enhances active participation as suggested by 

Knowles. Integrating a constructivist approach to the adult learn-

ing principles seemed logical and applicable to this study, since 

the approach can be adapted to any subject (Shaw, 2006; Gagnon 

& Collay, n.d.; Murphy, 1997; Pollard, 2002,). 

The incorporation of Knowles’s process model on andragogy and 

constructivism into the educational programme to facilitate the 

development of critical thinking, for this study, was done in the 

following way: 

 All participants of the educational programme were adult 

learners involved in tertiary education. 
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 The participants were fourth-year nursing students with 

nursing experience to fall back on when confronted with 

new nursing problems. 

 The strategy followed for the educational programme was 

that of active participation where the learners were involved 

in discussions and planning. However, they were not active-

ly involved in the setting of the objectives of the educational 

programme because the programme was based on the needs 

that were identified by a needs assessment during phase 1 of 

the study;  

 Clear objectives were formulated for the programme, which 

was offered over three days. 

 The activities were self-directed to promote active participa-

tion and inquiry.  

 Small group discussions were employed to enhance cooper-

ative learning and build trust between members of the 

group, through face to face interaction.  

 Groups were expected to give feedback on their progress in 

the cases presented during the implementation of the educa-

tional programme.  

 An evaluation was done before and after the programme by 

a pre- and post-test to determine whether the application of 

critical thinking skills had improved.  

(Levett-Jones, 2005; Gagnon & Collay, n.d; Baumberger-Henry, 

2005; Gagnon & Collay, n.d,; Quinn & Hughes, 2007). 

In addition to the above, people need to be prepared to think criti-

cally to be able to distinguish between important and less im-

portant issues and this can be achieved through adult education. 

Two more aspects are important in adult education and support 

constructivism, namely the recognition of prior experience and 

knowledge in the class discussions and learning activities that are 

“situated” as near as possible to reality so that students can trans-

fer learning more easily. These learning activities refer to the crea-

tion of very real scenarios whereby the teacher/facilitator encour-

ages students to engage in active learning and gives them ever-

broadening tools to enable them to keep learning. By integrating 

these, the emphasis of the constructivistic approach to learning is 

on individualized rather than mass learning (Carafella & Barnett, 

1994; ThirteenEd Online, 2004,; Carlisle & Ibbotson, 2005; Ban-

ning, 2005; Davis, Kumtepe & Aydeniz, 2007).  

By taking active participation into account, the researcher aimed 

to include as many exercises from nursing practice and everyday 

life as possible, in order to encourage students to exercise their 

skills pertaining the situations and to use their knowledge base to 

solve the case scenarios. Because adult learners have broad stores 

of knowledge and varied experience, they can assist each other to 

learn (Fosnot, 1996; Meyer, Naude & Van Niekerk, 2004). 

From the above, the roles of the adult learner and the educa-

tor/facilitator within the educational programme were summarized 

and are reflected in table 2 

 
Table 2: Roles of the Educator and the Learner in Adult Education, Incor-
porating Constructivism [The activities of the educator and the learner do 

not necessarily correlate with each other in the table.]  

Educator/facilitator  Learners 

 Relate to the learners with re-
spect  

 Create a psychologically safe en-
vironment to facilitate learning 

with mutual respect and ac-
ceptance of differences  

 Introduce learners to the clear 

objectives of the programme  

 Accept responsibility for 
collaborating in planning 

activities  

 Adopt goals of the pro-

gramme as their own 
goals  

 Actively participate in the 

learning experience  

 Involve learners in assessing and 

determining their needs 

 Help learners to optimally make 
use of their experience  

 Assist learners to meet the learn-
ing objectives 

 Assist learners to help develop 
their learning activities  

 Promote active participation of 
the learner through self-directed 

activities  

 Encourage participation and co-
operation with other learners  

 Introduce learners to situations 
where they can explore and find 

self-fulfillment  

 Assist learners in evaluating 

themselves and the programme  

 Acknowledge prior learning and 
experience  

 Participate in monitoring 

their own progress  

 Utilize prior experience in 
self- directed activities 

 Encourage fellow learners 
to participate  

 Pace their own learning 
while having the oppor-

tunity to construct 
knowledge on experi-

ence  

  

 Build confidence and 

practical insight and un-
derstanding  

 Students raise own ques-
tions and determine their 

own learning experience  

 

(Fosnot, 1996 , p. ix; Feldman, 2002, p. 20; Pollard, 2002, p.159; Thirteen 
Ed Online, 2004, p.1; Meyer, Naude & Van Niekerk, 2004, p. 89). 

 

 Duldts’ framework on debating critical thinking  

The researcher also incorporated the framework on debating criti-

cal thinking as presented by Duldt (1997) into the development of 

the educational programme (figure 2 and figure 3). Duldt believes 

that defining and debating concepts is the core of critical thinking. 

The author stipulates that there are three sets of data facilitators 

can use to determine the level of critical thinking of students 

(Duldt, 1997). 

These are as follows:  

 The first is the most superficial level of “figuring things 

out” which occurs at the verbal level through discussions 

with the students. For this educational programme this level 

was determined by talking to students during the pro-

gramme and listening to what they had to say about their 

everyday practice  

 The second level is a bit harder and includes “reading” how 

others have figured something out. This was applied by pre-

senting a case scenario to the students and then observing 

how they “figured it out”. 

 The third and hardest way is the writing part of “figuring it 

out”. The facilitator can then look carefully at the structure 

and substance of what the students presented. As applied to 

the educational programme for this research, this level was 

assessed in the answers of students to the questions of the 

case scenario used in the pre-and post-test of the quasi-

experimental design.  

Duldt further holds the opinion (1997) that critical thinking should 

be learned over a period of time. For the purposes of this research, 

a condensed educational programme was offered to a selected 

group of students over a period of three days. Information vital to 

the discipline of nursing was handled and facilitated by the facili-

tator. The focus of the programme was on thinking rather than on 

learning. This supports the critical theory, which indicates that it is 

important to teach students how to think rather than what to think 

(Glen, 1995; Duldt, 1997).  

A schematic presentation on the development of the educational 

programme follows in fig 2 
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Fig. 1: Schematic Presentation of Programme Development. 

 

The researcher incorporated different components of the development of the educational programme in the cyclic model to curriculum 

development. The incorporation of these components is presented in Figure 6.5. 

 

                       
Fig. 2: Schematic Presentation of Integrated Components within Nicholls and Nicholls’s Cyclical Model to Curriculum Development. 
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Designing the implementation of the educational programme is a logical step to execute after the process of programme development as 

indicated in fig 6.4.  

The components of the researcher’s curriculum cycle as original contribution is summarized in figure 3.  

 

                          
Fig. 3: Schematic Presentation of the Researcher’s Integrated Curriculum Cycle for a Programme to Facilitate Critical Thinking. 

 

4.7. Strategies to overcome obstacles during the imple-

mentation of an educational programme  

Though many obstacles that may occur in the facilitation of criti-

cal thinking during the presentation of an educational programme 

were mentioned in chapter 2, the researcher, during the develop-

ment of this educational programme, focused on strategies to em-

ploy in order to overcome these obstacles in this programme. 

Those applied strategies are indicated in table 6.4. 

 
Table 3: Strategies to Overcome Obstacles in Facilitation of Critical 

Thinking 

Obstacle  
Strategy employed during the pro-

gramme to combat possible obstacle  

a) Educators lack 

knowledge. 
b) Teaching and assess-

ment methods are not 

facilitative of critical 

thinking  

c) Educators display a 
negative attitude and a 

resistance towards 

change  
d) Lack of interest in fa-

cilitating critical think-

ing on the part of both 
the clinical tutor and 

the student (Pretorius, 

 The programme was implemented 

by a well prepared facilitator. 

 Educational strategies to enhance 

active participation were em-
ployed e.g. use of case scenarios. 

 Facilitator moved away from pas-

sive lecturing to small group dis-
cussions to enhance participation.  

 Students were encouraged to take 
ownership of their learning by in-

tegrating the principles of adult 

learning by Knowles and the prin-
ciples of constructivism. 

 Facilitator acted as a role model 

2001, p.113). for critical thinking and enhanced 

positive attitudes among student 
nurses. 

 The teaching environment turned 
out to be very relaxed and stimu-

lating. 

 Facilitator convinced students that 
it is necessary to enter into dia-

logue with each other and with the 

facilitator so that both parties got 
used to the utilization of active 

participation in teaching to facili-

tate critical thinking.  

 Facilitator provided opportunities 

for student to participate in active 
discussion.  

(Pretorius, 2001, p.113; Cooke & Moyle, 2002, p. 335; Mangena & 

Chabeli, 2005, p.294).  

5. Outcomes and conclusion 

The educational programme to facilitate critical thinking of stu-

dent nurses which was developed comprised the six components, 

namely (i) Programme outline for the participants focused on gen-

eral information, course specifics, course objectives, evaluation of 

the course, programme content and instructional methodology (ii) 

Programme design for the participants; (iii) programme introduc-

tion (iv) supplementary programme material comprised of what is 

critical thinking, traits of a critical thinker, profile of a critical 
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Thinker , critical thinking in the context, major critical thinking 

concepts and strategies promoting critical thinking. (v) Conclusion 

and (VI) practical exercises. For whole document of the pro-

gramme to facilitate development of critical thinking in student 

nurses you can contact the author at lpretorius@unam.na  

The development of the educational programme for this study may 

benefit the Namibian community since the quality of nursing care 

will be enhanced if student nurses and professional nurses can 

think critically. The question is, however, whether students are 

prepared for such a challenge in a complex, changing world and 

how nurse educators can encourage students to look beyond the 

obvious in clinical nursing to address complex nursing problems 

(Robinson, 1998; Dillard & Laidig, 1998). 
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