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TEACHING FOR CRITICAL THINKING: THE QUESTIONING PYRAMID APPROACH
Abstract 
At the centre of the twenty first century educational programme is the preparation of students for higher order thinking. In this regard, teaching for critical thinking has become a necessary skill that educators must not only possess but must be competent to inculcate into the teaching subjects. This paper discusses the questioning pyramid pedagogy for critical thinking designed for year one students in Raffles Institution philosophy programme. The questioning pyramid approach to critical thinking focuses on a systematic development of Raffles Institution year one pupils’ critical faculty. As much as this pedagogy caters to the need of gifted learners, it is very much suitable for students in content-based instruction, where teachers’ focus is ultimately set in preparing students for some important exam. As I will show, the benefit of the questioning pyramid approach to learning occurs in the fact that teachers who utilize this strategy will be able to cover the required content within the curriculum and at the same time engages students for critical thinking. This approach will help teachers to overcome time problem which has been a major factor that hinders teaching for critical thinking in schools.   

THE GENESIS  
Teaching for critical thinking is viewed as an essential component of education in the twenty-first century. Educators and stake holders are increasingly concerned about the need for students to acquire critical thinking skills. But, research illustrates teachers’ difficulties in creating classroom environments where questioning occurs to drive an idea, thus helping students to develop and apply critical thinking skills (Tan, 2006; Chong & Wing, 2008). What I hope to achieve in this paper is not a definition of critical thinking. Rather, I want to outline an approach to critical thinking developed for Year 1 philosophy students in Raffles Institution. By critical thinking, I imply a kind of thinking that is reasonable and reflective, focusing on the decision of what to believe or do (Ennis, 1985).  

This conception of critical thinking suggests that students should be capable of constructing their own knowledge. Thus, the outcome of teaching thinking is to equip students with skills “worth using whenever significant questions of credibility arise” (Fisher, 2001; Bailin et al. 1999). These skills are undoubtedly valuable and to adopt the habit of using them early is to possess the disposition of a leader, thinker and pioneer, the three great pillars upon which the RI curriculum is founded. With critical thinking skills, students are prepared to conquer the “shifting landscape of the knowledge economy” (Baildon & Sim (2009). 

In particular, year 1 philosophy curriculum focuses on the understanding of certain critical thinking standards and the element of logic that aids argument construction. FS1S2P type of questions is introduced to students after the introductory lesson in philosophy through the questioning pyramid. FS1S2P questions refer to factual, scientific, speculative and philosophical questions respectively. I will proceed to explain how FS1S2P type of questions works in the pyramid ladder shortly.  

QUESTIONS AS WINDOWS TO THE REALM OF KNOWLEDGE 
Some may ask why we decide to begin our instruction with the art of questioning rather than the contrary. The simple answer is contained in this philosophical saying, as the eyes are the windows to the world, so are questions to the realm of knowledge. The traditional method would have been to focus on the art of answering questions. This method is largely used, especially in a strictly exam based assessment curriculum where the end goal is for students to master certain answer techniques that ultimately help them pass exams (Baildon & Sim (2009). 
But, I should quickly mention that the art of teaching by questioning adopted in our curriculum is not original in that questioning is largely used as a way of knowing in philosophy. Philosophy, as it is commonly practised, prizes questions above answers. It may be hard for students of philosophy to have all the answers, but it is pertinent that they are able to raise the right kinds of questions. As this is one of our core objectives, our students are clear that the investigative mind is treasured in the classroom. FS1S2P type of questions plays a significant role in developing this habit in students. Students are introduced to FS1S2P type of questions with the expectations that they will use it for textual exploration. Wary of moulding students into passive learners, the below questioning strategy in the classroom is largely avoided:    
Are we ready to begin now?
How many of you have finished your logic assignment?
Ok, what is an argument?
So, what is deductive argument? 
What are the features of a valid argument?

These questions ask students to recall facts. They do not allow students to challenge textual authority and to come to the grip that the textual world is a construction. With the above type of questions, students develop an attitude that the teacher expects me to only read-it-and-repeat-it. These questions do not force inferential reasoning, neither do they allow for creative utilisation of knowledge in a new domain.
Let us contrast the above with the following questions:
Are we ready to begin now?
How many of you have finished your logic assignment?
Why did we define argument as such and such?
Why is it that an inductive argument can never be valid? 
Which of these two arguments are commonly used by scientists, social workers etc.? Why?

Here, students infer from teacher’s questions an interest in conceptual understanding. The student is assured that the teacher will not mind a unique explanation borrowed from the understanding of the concept. This questioning strategy promotes students’ ability to explore and apply concepts in some personal ways. It is very certain that this classroom will ignite the passion for learning in students better than the previous classroom. The questions raised will likely draw students more into the subject as they begin to notice that their own experiences count within the knowledge domain of the subject. Although, these questions deal with higher order skills such as analytical and evaluative skills, FS1S2P questions help students to gradually acquire the skills and use them. 
 APPROACHING FS1S2P TYPE OF QUESTIONS THROUGH THE QUESTIONING PYRAMID 

The questioning pyramid suggests to students the depth at which they are engaging a text. This is measured through the level in which the question being investigated appears on the pyramid ladder. Moreover, the questioning pyramid has much to do with epistemology in that it helps students to evaluate the nature of knowledge created from a text. The story of the mad bomber, based on the controversy between utilitarianism and duty ethics, illustrates how FS1S2P type of questions is used in our classroom. 
A terrorist, who has threatened to set off several bombs in crowded areas, has been apprehended. Unfortunately, he has already planted the bombs and they are scheduled to go off in a short time. It is highly probable that hundreds of people may die if that happens. The authorities cannot make him divulge the location of the bombs by conventional methods, including torture. Out of desperation, a high-ranking official suggests that the terrorist's innocent wife (whom the man loves very much) be tortured. Doing so will make the terrorist spill the beans (Eastwood, 1971). 
F-type Questions
Beginning with F-type questions, students approach the text with questions like these, who planted the bomb? What is his intention? What problems are the law-enforcement officers facing? What will be the consequences if the bomb is successfully detonated? These are F-type questions. Answers to these questions are in the text. But, students are aware that competence in handling these questions is tantamount to being competent in handling the lowest questions at the bottom of the pyramid. But, this skill is important because it is about knowing facts that are relevant to the text. 
When my students approach F-type questions, they know that they are dealing with questions whose answers require no disputation, at least from the standpoint of the text. But, I use these questions mostly for restatement of concepts in my classroom. So, my question will look like this, who is best characterized as a utilitarian in the text? From my experience, it is much easier in this way to get students to graduate from the bottom of the pyramid ladder to the next level. It usually takes more time for lower ability students compare to their higher ability counterparts. But, I have observed that making a student comfortable in dealing with concepts and abstraction will be quicker if he/she is introduced to the F-type questions as a restatement of concepts. Also, my observation shows that students with higher intelligence are easily bored when they are tasked to work on activities that make them store and recall information. They will, however, progress in their learning when they use F-type questions to recall concepts. And this is simply because they hope to ultimately create some sort of self knowledge with the concepts (Dixon, 2002).   
Students who are only capable in F-type questions usually display certain lack in relating with text. F-type questions are incapable of leading students to see themselves in a text, thereby creating their own knowledge. Knowledge creation requires the understanding of facts or concepts and its application in the domain of personal experiences. Summarily, it is right to say that factual questions do not give students the skill to apply knowledge in a new or higher domain. 
S1-type Questions
After the mastery of F-type questions, we challenge our students to progress to S1-type questions. These are scientific questions, notably research based. The level of questioning and investigation going on here demands that students apply extra knowledge, perhaps from another discipline. Going back to the mad bomber text, students’ inquiry proceeds in the following manner, what are bombs made of? How can the people be protected against bomb threats? What would happen if the bomb detonates in a shopping mall? Could a detonated bomb cause some other natural disaster? These questions tend to develop the scientific inquiry mind in students. But this is different from the experimental questioning that usually comes to mind when we think of scientific inquiry. Rather, this is the inquiry method of science that is largely descriptive. That is, a description of natural phenomena from the standpoint of causality. 
S1-type questions occupy the second position from bottom to top in the questioning pyramid. S1-type questions are closely related to F-type questions because they are based on facts. But, it is significantly different because rather than dealing with what I describe as dead facts as it is in F-type questions, students working with S1-type questions bring facts to life as they combine elements and parts of diverse information to form a whole. In dealing with scientific questions, students are required to approach available information systematically, with the ultimate aim of generating a deep understanding of causality. Certainly, S1-type questions are questions that demand knowledge transference from one domain, like physics, geography etc., to another. 
With S1-type questions, I facilitate my students to develop the capacity for informed decisions, especially with respect to personal and community matters. In this regard, S1-type questions are largely reflected upon not without a careful consideration for ethics. While my students are persuaded to take their knowledge to new places, make inferences, interpret data and draw good logical conclusions, they are reminded of the place of community as the locus of everyone’s being. Thus, knowledge created via the S1-type questions needs to pass universality test. Through the process of inferring, classifying, analyzing etc. students become aware of the need for logical consistency. 
S2-type Questions 
S2-type questions are rated higher in the pyramid ladder than S1-type questions because they are speculative questions which focus on analysis. Questions like, analyse the high-ranking official’s insistence on torturing the terrorist’s wife from the standpoint of human rights advocacies, explain whether the happiness of the terrorist will be directly proportional to the number of casualties caused by the bomb and examine whether the torture of the terrorist’s wife can be sufficiently justified by the benefits derived from it, belong to the domain of S2-type questions. As observed from the questions, S2-type questions dwell on literal analysis of the issues in the text. Here, students examine the different parts of the text.  
S2-type questions allows for the analysis of concepts, theories, assumptions, feelings, predictions, etc. as deduced from the text, but with a view to enhance understanding, or to develop alternative definitions, hypothesis and assumptions which are not directly observed in the text. Thus, S2-type questions endow the student to explore the text beyond what is immediately available. S2-type questions invite students to explore the individual parts of a whole network of information, and to develop potential formulas or theories for understanding a text and the world. This involves a systematic search for clues and analysis of the inferences that justify the clues. It entails the use of logic or other process of thought to dissect information.
We prepare students with S2-type questions to appreciate certain critical thinking standards, such as clarity, relevance, accuracy and precision which is later taught under the module entitled CRAP. I will not go into this here as it is beyond the scope of this paper. Not only this, S2-type questions draw students’ attention to the importance of consent and respect for the views of others in the face of overwhelming evidences. Students who understand the reason for S2-type questions engage their peers in a mature manner. This is because of the prior understanding of one of the goals of S2-type questions, namely, to create meanings which ought to be internalized as action guide principles. The idea behind S2-type questions is to develop a critical thinking student, who sees the crucial link between analytic thinking and decision making procedure.   
 P-type Questions
P-type questions are philosophical questions. They occupy the highest position in the questioning pyramid ladder. Questions like what is terrorism? Is torture justified? Are beneficial ends justified by immoral means? And, evaluate the belief that torture is absolutely wrong because it violates universal human rights, belong to the P-type questions’ sphere. P-type questions are the end to which we want to take our students. P-type questions are considered the peak because they probe fundamental issues and assumptions that people take for granted. Having engaged in some deep analysis of some subject matter via S2-type questions, P-type questions ensure logical consistency in the belief system that the student consented to. P-type questions help students to formulate consistent theoretical structures which are useful in the organization of ideas. 
P-type questions are important in developing leading minds. The reason is that it is set to unveil contradictions and the implications they have on human lives. But not only do P-type questions enhance the possibility of discovering contradictions, it entails that students become aware of the need for self reflection, thus precluding them from focusing on the ‘plank’ in others’ eyes without removing the ‘speck’ in their own eyes. The benefits of P-type questions are many. First it develops students as reflective and critical inquirers. 
Understanding P-type questions and the way to go about it has sufficiently helped my students in dealing with issues concerning truth, questions of goodness and others in a more compassionate sense. Backed by logic, my students demonstrate the capacity to follow an argument and to redirect their peer’s focus when a discussion has gone amiss. Whether a student is offering an account of why a theory should be valued purely from the standpoint of its predictive capability, or merely on the consolation it has for life’s hard experiences, my students are able to uncover the link between the premises offered in support of the conclusion and analyse it accordingly. 
Other benefits include the fact that students who learn P-type questions are capable of reflecting on what they know and how they know it. P-type questions equip students to know what they are left without knowing, what they hold as assumptions, and such beliefs that they hold without justifications. Last but not all, P-type questions have often generate, among my students, important talks about basic assumptions.  
APPLICATION OF FS1S2P TYPE OF QUESTIONS TO HIGHER ORDER QUESTIONS
Higher order questions require complex thinking. Interestingly, FS1S2P type of questions prepares students to develop skills for complex analysis and evaluation. FS1S2P type of questions makes students think about questions that are necessary for grappling ideas. While it may take more time for students to cultivate the habit of understanding and applying FS1S2P type of questions compared to the time taken in rote learning, students trained under FS1S2P type of questions will achieve higher results because once a student has acquired the skills of analysis and evaluation the ability to think through a problem remains with him/her. He/she will increase in understanding as the ability to apply and connect ideas independently has become grounded in him/her. This is not the case with a rote learner who learns by memorizing the order in which information must appear, and in most cases without understanding why.  The table below lists some higher order questions and the set of FS1S2P type of questions necessary to answer them.  
	Higher Order Questions
	Skills

	Analyse the official’s suggestion from the standpoint of utilitarian theory.
	F-type Questions + S2-type Questions 


	As a utilitarian, what reasons will the high-ranking official offer in support of the pursuit of the happiness of the greatest majority?
	S2-type Questions

	Apply the utilitarian idea of the greatest happiness in defence of the Guantanamo Bay’s dealings with captured terrorists.
	S2-type Questions + P-type Questions


	Analyse the problems associated with the thinking that the happiness of the majority is the greatest good.   
	S2-type Questions

	How would a believer in the sanctity of life respond to the justification of torture from the perspective of certain beneficial ends?
	S2-type Questions + P-type Questions


	Discuss utilitarianism as a more plausible theory of ethics.
	P-type Questions

	Review utilitarian defence for the happiness of the majority against Kantian respect for individuals as ends in themselves.
	P-type Questions



CONCLUSION
I have shown in this paper how FS1S2P type of questions has been used in our classroom to teach critical thinking.  Although, I argue that high ability students are better adapted to this type of questions, students with lower abilities are capable of acquiring the skills and utilising them for beneficial purposes. This approach to thinking is handy for any teacher regardless of the exams he/she is preparing his/her students for.  
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