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Florida State University Critical Thinking Initiative 
(LINKS - http://criticalthinking.fsu.edu/ ) 
Overview 

The Office of Critical Thinking Initiatives was launched at Florida State University 
(FSU) in 2014 to further the development of critical thinking among students.  The 
charge originates from the Quality Enhancement Plan, Think FSU: Improving Critical 
Thinking in the Disciplines, but reflects an institution-wide belief in the importance of 
critical thinking to graduates and the positive impact it can have on society as a whole. 
In December 2014, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on 
Colleges accepted this plan and it has been in place for four years.  
 
At Florida State University, we believe that critical thinking has five components: 

-    Explaining the issue/problem clearly and comprehensively 
- Selecting and using evidence/information effectively in conducting a 

comprehensive analysis of the issue/problem 
- Analyzing context, assumptions and perspectives when presenting a position 

on an issue/problem 
- Formulating a thesis/hypothesis that takes into account the complexity of an 

issue/problem and the variety of perspectives on this issue 
- Drawing logical conclusions and implications from the analysis of an 

issue/problem 
 

Current Projects and Goals 
To make certain that the improvement in student learning is deliberate, 

transformative, and cross-disciplinary, FSU implemented the following programs to 
transform critical thinking:  

(1) Faculty Fellows Program – supports FSU’s commitment to critical thinking 
development in students by supporting individual faculty members as they 
investigate and implement various critical thinking development tools within their 
discipline. 
(2) Discipline-Focused Project – furthers FSU’s critical thinking development 
commitment by supporting academic disciplines working to purposefully infuse 
critical thinking into upper-division curriculum.  In addition, faculty participants 
engage in cross-disciplinary forms of evaluation in order to help build a 
university-wide culture of critical thinking.   
The University further adopted the following six Student Learning Outcomes 

(SLO) related to critical thinking skills for measurement: 

http://criticalthinking.fsu.edu/


 SLO1 – Determine How Strongly Information Supports an Idea 
Following participation in a critical thinking infused course or course 
sequence, students will demonstrate an enhanced ability to determine 
how strongly presented information supports an idea. 

SLO2 – Provide Alternative Interpretations 
Following participation in a critical thinking infused course or course 
sequence, students will demonstrate an enhanced ability to provide 
alternative interpretations for information or observations that have several 
possible interpretations.  

SLO3 – Identify Additional Information Needed to Solve Problem 
Following participation in a critical thinking infused course or course 
sequence, students will demonstrate an enhanced ability to identify 
additional information or evidence needed to evaluate alternative 
interpretations.  

SLO4 – Discerning Relevant Information 
Following participation in a critical thinking infused course or course 
sequence, students will demonstrate an enhanced ability to separate 
relevant from irrelevant information when searching for information to 
solve a real-world problem.  

SLO5 – Identifying Solutions 
Following participation in a critical thinking infused course or course 
sequence, students will demonstrate an enhanced ability to identify 
appropriate solutions for a real-world problem using relevant information. 

 
Critical Thinking Methodology and Assessment 
(LINKS - https://www.tntech.edu/cat/ - https://www.aacu.org/ ) 
Overview 

The methodology employed by the Critical Thinking Initiative was two-fold.  First, 
The Critical Thinking Assessment Test (CAT), a standardized measure of critical 
thinking, was used to measure change in real-world critical problem solving.  This was 
paired with an adapted domain specific Critical Thinking VALUE rubric to guide student 
critical thinking within the discipline. A pilot test of both instruments was completed 
across disciplines at the university.  The combination of these two instruments allowed 
the study to use established national norms with the use of the CAT instrument and 
maintain faculty autonomy within the discipline with the use of the VALUE rubric. The 
research suggests that promoting critical thinking skills within the discipline will transfer 
to measureable critical thinking skills outside the discipline into real-world problem 
solving. 

 
Critical Thinking Assessment Test (CAT) 

A number of standardized assessments thus have been developed to provide a 
more direct and comprehensive measure of critical thinking skills. Perhaps the most 
widely recognized are the California Critical Thinking Skills Test, which was based on 
the American Philosophical Society’s Delphi Project; the Cornell Critical Thinking Test, 
developed by Robert Ennis, one of the leading writers on critical thinking; and the 
Critical Thinking Assessment Test (CAT), developed by Tennessee Tech with the help 

https://www.tntech.edu/cat/
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of faculty from many institutions and with support from the National Science Foundation.  
The CAT is designed to engage students in responding to questions that involve real 
world problem solving skills through short essay-type responses. It contains 15 
questions that isolate aspects of convergent and divergent critical thinking skills. It has 
been tested for reliability and validity and is being used by a number of higher education 
institutions. The test is scored by faculty and is highly regarded as a faculty 
development tool for assessing and improving students’ critical thinking. It also provides 
institution-specific data that can be compared to national norms. 
 
Critical Thinking VALUE Rubric 

Drawing from teams of faculty experts representing colleges and universities 
across the United States, the Association of American Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U) stresses “a habit of mind” and a list of skills in its definition: “Critical thinking is 
a habit of mind characterized by the comprehensive exploration of issues, ideas, 
artifacts, and events before accepting or formulating an opinion or conclusion.” Moving 
from the theoretical to the practical, the AAC&U’s Critical Thinking VALUE Rubric also 
provides a useful instrument for assessing and discussing student learning in each of 
the skills it defines; it creates a framework of expectation (benchmark, milestone, and 
capstone) that allows educators to assess and track students’ progress through different 
levels of attainment in critical thinking.   

Rubrics offer a number of advantages over standardized assessments because 
they can be used to evaluate a wider range of student work products than multiple 
choice responses or short essay-type responses on standardized assessments. They 
may provide a more accurate reflection of student achievement because they are used 
to assess student work that is done for a class and receives a grade, as opposed to an 
assessment that is not connected to a course or to a grade. They can also be powerful 
tools for improving instruction and student learning.   
   
Case Study – Department of Interior Architecture and Design 
(LINKS - http://interiordesign.fsu.edu/ ) 
Overview 

The Department of Interior Architecture and Design (IAD) is housed within the 
College of Fine Arts at FSU and offers BA, MS, and MFA degrees to an enrollment of 
200 students. The 4-year undergraduate program of study incorporates a series of 
diagnostic courses in the first year and the top 40 students are allowed to progress to 
the second year and above courses. The competencies taught include elements and 
principles of design, design analysis, space planning and programming, drafting and 
technical drawing, graphic presentation of design solutions, design history, building 
systems, and occupational safety standards. A professional interior designer is defined 
by the national accrediting body of the Council for Interior Design Accreditation (CIDA) 
as one who is “qualified by education and experience to identify, research and creatively 
solve problems relative to the function and quality of man’s proximate environment”. 

 
Research Narrative 

The Department of Interior Architecture and Design participated in the original 
round of Discipline-Focused Projects at Florida State University from 2015-2017, and is 

http://interiordesign.fsu.edu/


currently repeating the study for 2017-2019. The goal of this project is to enhance 
critical thinking skills within the content specific area of design and measure the transfer 
of critical thinking to real-world problem solving. The initial CAT pre-test was 
administered to rising juniors in the spring of 2015 and post-test measures were taken 
during the spring of 2017 with a control group of seniors in 2015 and 2018.  

This project also focused on the adaptation of the VALUE rubric to assess critical 
thinking skills in interior architecture and design problem solving and study the impact 
they have on standardized assessment of critical thinking skills in real world problem 
solving. The rubric was adapted to reflect critical thinking in the design process 
(problem, programming, schematics, development, evaluation) for implementation over 
the following two years of design and visual arts degree courses. Paired with the rubric, 
the CAT test measures critical thinking outside the discipline in real-world problem 
solving (explanation, evidence, context, hypothesis, and conclusions). 

 
Results  

Results from the case study were organized into two categories; convergent and 
divergent thinking skills within the problem solving process. While many of the CAT 
questions within both the convergent and divergent skill sets scored within the range of 
the national norm, there were two distinct areas of opportunity specific to design student 
education that surfaced across groups.  

The largest area for improvement was seen within the divergent mean score for 
graduating seniors (8.28) in that it was lower than the national average (9.36).  
Specifically, the mean differences of “identifying additional information needed to 
evaluate a hypothesis” and “providing alternative explanations for results that have 
many possible causes” were significantly different from the national norm within SLO 2 
and 3. The areas of strength were within the convergent scores where graduating 
seniors (11.17) were higher than the national average (9.69). This was especially true 
with the questions “explaining a best solution” and “explaining how changes to a 
situation can impact the solution” which are reflective of SLO 4 and 5.  

Higher education practices in interior design not only impact the ability to solve 
complex design problems, they also impact the ability to think critically when engaged in 
everyday problem solving. Knowing where opportunities lie can strengthen educator 
approaches to foster critical thinking within the classroom. Through developed 
interventions, students can learn to recognize critical thinking strategies within their 
disciplines and work to apply their skills beyond the major. 
 


