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Abstract

Developing critical thinking in early childhood is vital especially in Western culture since 
it improves an individual’s skills in creative thinking and enhances a person’s sense of 
responsibility. This is the fundamental contention of this thesis. These skills assist in 
developing and implementing a state of mind of not accepting negative situations and 
instead directs the individual towards trying to resolve and improve it. These issues have 
not yet been fully explored in Arab-Palestinian society in Israel. The development and 
application of notions of personal responsibility, critical thinking, and kindergarten-age 
children’s involvement in learning has yet to emerge as a reality in this community. This 
is needed because existing theory and practice involving these aspects of learning within 
the Palestinian system is problematic. Moreover, the development of a new approach to 
teaching and parenting of kindergarten-age children that fosters critical thinking and personal 
responsibility may not be a reality that is immediately achievable, but it is a possibility.

This study aims to investigate how educational leaders can help kindergarten children 
aged 3-5 years to develop critical thinking and personal responsibility skills. The research 
focuses on Arab (Palestinian) children in Israel as these skills are not traditionally taught 
in the home or in educational settings in this culture. The literature shows that there is a 
marked disparity between the educational achievements of Arab and Jewish children in 
Israel, making the implications of this study salient not only to practitioners, but also to 
policymakers and educational institutions.

In order to examine these goals, a case study involving qualitative research approaches of 
a kindergarten classroom has been conducted. The context of this study is an important and 
complex set of factors determining and shaping the content and form of the thesis and of 
the research that is embodied in the text. This study has been conducted in a kindergarten 
belonging to an Arab Municipality located in Northern Israel that was established in 2010 
and is situated in a rural area in the north of the country. Lesson plans following the National 
Curriculum for Kindergarten Education were infused with teaching activities designed to 
facilitate the acquisition of critical thinking skills.

The findings of the project showed that the presence of a strong educational leader had a 
positive impact on facilitating kindergarten children’s development of personal responsibility 
and critical thinking skills. This was especially the case if the leader played an active 
role in facilitating a learning environment at home and in school in which children were 
acknowledged and given greater autonomy and access to opportunities in which they could 
engage openly with parents and peers. This study calls attention to the need to further explore 
educational leadership in the context of early childhood education, as its implications for 
childhood development, particularly regarding critical thinking and personal responsibility, 
have not been sufficiently examined. This study claims to open possibilities for doing this in 
at least the Palestinian Kindergarten communities in Israel and perhaps beyond.
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Chapter 1 : Introduction

The thesis begins with a review of some wide-ranging theories and perspectives on 
learning and pedagogy in relation to educational leadership. Models are examined for 
their relevancy to my research questions and strategies. In Chapter 1, I will present 
theories and models for leadership and pedagogy, specifically addressing years 3-5 in 
kindergarten. In Chapter 2 I will show the main sources and models for critical thinking 
that have been developed in relation to early childhood and which are largely dependent 
on educational thinking and practice. Chapter 2 also contains as assessment of ideas 
of personal responsibility that were crucial for the practical research and curriculum 
development explored in Chapter 3. In order to present my independent study I will 
outline the research methods adopted and then adapted to my research strategy and will 
map data sources within what is a case study approach to my key themes and concerns.

Finally, in Chapters 4 and 5, I will present findings and outcomes of the analyses and 
will discuss meanings and the main conclusions of my study. The nature of the research 
and its location has meant this work-based project, and the thesis that emerged from it, 
is diverse and was constructed over an extended period of time. To help the reader there 
are a number of diagrammes and figures and it is hoped that these help summarise and 
provide a charted route through the process of discovery explored in this work.

In order to express the consciously personal as well as professional aspects of my study I 
have used the personal register and pronouns where I felt this was appropriate and would 
enhance the quality of the narrative. Similarly, I have used a ‘register’ involving the use 
of different gender titles so as to convey equivalence when the idea of the child or learner 
requires a pronoun. To have used a single proxy such as he or she, him or her would, I 
believe, have distorted the reality of mixed pupils and suggested an appropriate weighting 
on one or the other. In a culturally sensitive environment this was significant.

Critical thinking can be defined as the process of actively and skillfully conceptualizing, 
applying, analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating information to reach an answer or 
conclusion. These skills are largely developed in early childhood when children learn to 
question realty as it sometimes is experienced, and then learn to change and resolve issues 
that face them as necessary. However, learning these skills is not a simple thing, and it is 
largely dependent on the legitimacy of ways of thinking and acting that a given society 
and culture enable. Thus, it is arguable that in more conservative societies, these skills 
tend to be under-developed within the schooling experience and institutions.

1.1 The nature of the challenge

This study aims to investigate how educational leaders can help kindergarten children 
aged 3-5 years to develop critical thinking and personal responsibility skills. The research
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focuses on Arab children in Israel as these skills are not traditionally taught in the home 
or in educational settings in this culture (Dwairy, 2006). The literature shows that there 
is a disparity between the educational achievements of Arab and Jewish children in 
Israel, making the implications of this study salient not only to practitioners, but also to 
policymakers and educational institutions (Al-Hag, 1995). In international educational 
tests such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (OECD, PISA, 2012) 
of 15-year-old school pupils’ scholastic performance in mathematics, science, and 
reading, Palestinians perform poorly and there is a discrepancy between the performances 
of Jewish and Arab students in Israel. Despite this data few changes have been made to 
the curricula taught in Arab schools and kindergartens to improve these performances. In 
the round of PISA testing that took place in March 2012, Israel was ranked 40th in Maths, 
33rd in Reading and 40th in Science out of over 70 countries tested. The test results also 
proved the disparity between Hebrew and Arabic speakers, with 67% of Arabic-speaking 
students being graded as weak but only 31% of Hebrew-speaking students receiving the 
same grade. While 10% of Israeli pupils were graded as ꞌexcellentꞌ, almost all of these 
came from the Hebrew-speaking sector of Israeli society. Thus, it is obvious that changes 
need to occur to bring Arab pupils and students in Israel up to the standard of their Jewish 
and international counterparts.

Despite this data, few changes to the curricula have occurred since these results were 
published; indicating that the Ministry of Education has abdicated responsibility for 
instigating these needed changes. In addition, the recent cancellation of the standardized 
Meitzav tests, (tests for assessing levels of students in the Israeli education system in 
maths and reading), will make it harder to campaign for changes as there will be no data 
to back up those who campaign for reform. As Arab schools in Israel have yet to see 
the benefit of teaching critical thinking skills, preferring to stick to more conventional 
teaching approaches and discouraging creativity and innovation in learners, changing this 
mindset will be a long and difficult process.

My personal experience as a teacher in a kindergarten in an Arab village in northern 
Israel taught me the importance of this subject matter and the issues surrounding it. In 
my kindergarten, there were 28 children at the time of the research project and it is one of 
twelve municipal kindergartens in the village. As a teacher/principal of the kindergarten, 
I am responsible for implementing the educational policies of the ministry of education 
and designing the educational environment so that it will support the learning curriculum 
defined for pre-schoolers by the section for ꞌComprehensive Primary Educationꞌ (Kavim 
Manhim, 2010). As a manager of the kindergarten, I need to follow district policy, report 
to the regional supervisor, and answer the needs of the children in the kindergarten. In 
addition, I design a yearly programme of action that will incorporate the input of all these 
stakeholders. In this framework, objectives must be set along with long and short-
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term goals and a plan for the school year. In addition, I must analyze the alternatives and 
determine the curriculum, and apply a schedule and deadlines for feedback and control 
(Chozre Mankal, 2011).

Palestinian Arabs in Israel

Deir – Hanna is an Arab Village in the Palestinian community in Israel (PCI). This 
community consists of several religious and ethnic groups - Muslims, Christians, Druze, 
and Bedouins - each with its own unique identity. Israel was established in 1948, when 
two-thirds of Palestinians were expelled or became long-term refugees. The 160,000 
Palestinians who remained (13% of Israel’s population) formed a weak and fragmented 
community and were considered as a formal citizenship group but did not have full 
citizenship rights and equality with the Jewish population (Israel Central Bureau of 
Statistics, 2009).

It is important to note that Palestinian status under international human rights instruments, 
to which Israel as a State is party, is that of a national, ethnic, linguistic and religious 
minority (Adalah, 2011; Shamshoum, 2015). For example, in her book, ꞌStateless 
Citizenship: The Palestinian-Arab Citizens of Israel’, Molavi (2013), characterises 
Palestinian existence in Israel as paradoxical. While technically citizens by law, they are 
denied both national membership and state identification, as Israel posits itself a state for 
the Jewish people. State policies traditionally attempted to weaken the minority through 
division of the Druze and Bedouin communities, through the denial of most collective 
cultural or political rights, and pervasive material deprivation. Given their low socio-
economic status and higher attrition, education is very important to life achievement 
in the Palestinian community (Al-Hag, 1995; Sherer and Enbal, 2006). For this reason 
education in the PCI also reflects a difficult reality and potentially a dark future.

In 2001 Human Rights Watch (HRW), reported on how Israelꞌs discrimination against 
Palestinians influences every aspect of the two systems (Jewish and Arab). Education 
Ministry authorities even openly acknowledge that they spend less per student in the Arab 
system than in the Jewish one. Palestinian children attend schools with larger classes 
and fewer teachers than Jewish children, with some traveling long distances to reach the 
nearest school. Arab schools also contrast dramatically with the Jewish system in their 
lack of basic learning facilities such as libraries, computers, laboratories, and recreation 
space.

The village of Deir-Hanna

I believe it will be helpful to add some information with regard to the physical and educational 
aspects of my village Deir-Hanna since I believe it is important to understand the climate, 
culture and education in this village and its effects on its children. The village is located in 
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Lower Galilee situated on six ridges (Moamar, 1979). At the end of 2012, the village 
had a population of 8,500. Approximately 80% of Deir-Hanna’s inhabitants are Muslims 
and the remaining 20% are Christians. The following diagramme shows the volumes 
and levels of educational achievement for the village population according to the Israel 
Central Bureau of Statistics (ICBS, 2008).

Figure 1 : Educational achievement for age 15 and upwards in Deir-Hanna

From the information shown in the chart, we can point out a low percentage of continuing 
study for the BA and the MA degree. At the same time, the percentage of 43%, who take 
additional courses for the development of their careers shows a commitment to the value 
of learning and further study. Education is highly valued in Palestinian society and as in 
many cultures is viewed as a means of social advancement.

All of these awards, certificates, diplomas, degrees and courses show a level of 
achievement, including academic attainment. They do, however, have different meanings. 
Here are the main differences between degree, diploma and certificate levels summarized: 
certifications are specialized and industry specific, diplomas are also specialized but more 
in depth than certifications. Diplomas are also what you receive upon graduating from 
high school. Degrees are awarded by colleges and universities and courses are a unit of 
instruction in one subject, lasting one academic term or more.

Additionally, the village has a moderate socio-economic level and the study, though 
much concerned with context and culture in Palestinian society, was not focussed on 
disparities of wealth or power. The village includes antique houses made of densely 
stacked buildings; this can mean a ‘pile of houses’ which is irregular. Narrow winding 
alleys separate the blocks of the complex structures, in large part made up of multi-storey 

without matriculation

43%
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houses. This nucleus is surrounded by a wall, Daher Alaomr, dating from the mid-18th 
century, containing beautiful passages within the wall from the period and an impressive 
mosque built by Daher Alaomr and renovated by Ahmed El- jazar. During recent times 
the village has been characterized by the expansion of built-up areas. The spreading of 
construction and expansion reflects not only the increase in the population of the village 
but also the growing desire to improve the living conditions and standards of life of the 
population. The use of modern building techniques has contributed greatly to change in 
the character and style of the buildings and typical house and of course has changed the 
image of the entire village. This scattering effect of development has weakened the status 
of the “Hmolah” which refers in English to a tribe or clan. The new residential areas often 
involve living side by side and often intermingle members of different ꞌclansꞌ who may 
have formerly lived apart.

Deir -Hanna is rooted in the Palestinian culture, and it is mostly a traditional culture that 
gives great emphasis to honouring the values of the collective life and identity of the 
community. This social and cultural tendency, it is argued, limits the capacity of children 
to think critically and keeps them in relative obedience. For this reason, it is important 
that the children of the community are enabled to develop critical thinking skills and 
thus learn to think in a more independent way (Coursen-Neff, 2005). This intention is 
of course a means of expressing the values of a tolerant and inclusive community where 
individual self- expression and development can be encouraged and where the crossing 
of boundaries and awareness of the ꞌother’ could be viewed in their positive lights and 
contexts.

The pictures of the village show that its physical properties enable the staff to establish 
relationships with the children in kindergarten. Mothers are literally physically close-by 
and there is a warm relationship between staff and community in a way that generally 
helps children.

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db
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Figure 2 : Deir-Hanna village
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Figure 3 : Photographs of the school, children and staff
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1.2 Objectives and tasks

In this challenging context, therefore I determined to build a new model to educate children 
how to think in a more critical way. I decided to develop this model in my kindergarten 
because due to the challenges of the 21st century I believe it is necessary to change the 
form of education our pupils experience. The Ministry of Education’s policy requires that 
they acquire higher order thinking skills that will enable them to create new knowledge 
throughout their lives by consideration (thinking), creativity and criticality (“Pedagogical 
Perspective - Educational Thinking,” Ministry of Education, 2010). However, there is 
little or no published research among kindergarten children in Israel or Arab societies 
that deals with personal responsibility and critical thinking. Furthermore, there was no 
existing critical thinking curriculum or model of pedagogy that had been developed for 
the Palestinian child or kindergarten. Therefore, I was interested in exploring both areas 
and examining how I could build a model that produces a preschooler who has developed 
personal responsibility and critical thinking skills (Copple and Bredekamp, 2009).

One of the reasons for studying critical thinking in the kindergarten in the Arab community 
context is the intention and aspiration to help change and transform individual lives and 
communities within the Arab community in Israel. Palestinians are a minority community 
in one of the few democratic societies in the Middle East, and by training Arab children 
to critically analyse and understand their surroundings and to take responsibility for 
themselves, the inequality and social problems around them may be improved and 
ameliorated (Abu-Asbeh, 2009). This may organically contribute to a growth of democracy 
in other communities and societies in the region. This is a very large aspiration and it 
certainly cannot be achieved in the short term but it can be argued that children who live 
in democratic societies later go on to participate in civic decision-making when they 
are older, which also requires a culture of critical thinking and personal responsibility 
(Nussbaum and Yechieli, 1995). Therefore, children who learn critical thinking skills 
at a young age will be more comfortable participating in civil society and engaging in 
responsible decision-making, as they grow older.

It is of course the case that the learning of what is called critical thinking skills is not 
just a question of how the child can contribute to the wider culture or society, important 
though that is. There is also the key issue to be addressed of the changing and growing 
child itself. The growing child is in a true sense ‘sui-generis’. It exists in and for itself 
as a being and a person. It is a ‘self’ with all that is implied for its own self-development 
and it is not just an object in a scientific study of child development. This is crucial to our 
understanding of this work-based project and the role of kindergartens in Palestine/ Israel. 
A motivating belief of the study was that the child could be at the centre of both action 
and thought and was a thinking subject, not just an object of study.
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My working model relies on previous works dedicated to educating children for critical 
thinking capabilities (for example Suleeman, 2008; Wade, 2007 and Paul, 1994 and 
2008). Theory in this field states that critical thinking skills assist children for better 
understanding of the world and especially in developing a sense of personal responsibility 
for their knowledge and actions.

The development of critical thinking skills and personal responsibility in Arab children 
therefore carries with it potential benefits for their communities and region, as it enables 
them, at least in theory, to reach the same potential as their Jewish and international 
peers. The goal of this research therefore is to create a basis for the integration of new 
curricula that will support the integration of educational leadership activities and personal 
responsibility and critical thinking curricula into the policies of Israel’s Ministry of 
Education. The research and its critical analysis is intended to throw light on professional 
and educational contexts in what are disadvantaged communities composed of Arab 
populations. By providing empirical evidence as to its necessity, this thesis hopes to 
provide a contribution to society’s progressive thinking and development. The further 
goal of this work is to address a gap in the literature of early childhood education. This 
work leverages the advances of some leading scholars in critical thinking and knowledge 
acquisition (Bloom, 1956; Piaget, 1954 cited in Suleeman, 2008; Suleeman, 2008; Wade, 
2007). These authors believe that critical thinking does not occur naturally and that it 
is the responsibility of parents and educational professionals to teach children how to 
think critically before they can learn higher-order subject matter. The assumption is 
that critical thinking requires success at tasks such as evaluating arguments and making 
objective judgments based on more than one dimension of a given issue (Marzano, 2002). 
The importance of mastering critical thinking is even more apparent with reference to 
personal responsibility. Some scholars go so far as to define critical thinking in terms of 
the acceptance of responsibility for one’s own learning (Teare, cited in Zuber-Skerritt 
and Tear, 2013). Personal responsibility however, is a vital ꞌideological’, notion that 
states human beings choose, instigate, or otherwise are active in determining their own 
fate and the outcomes of the interactions in which they are engaged. A corollary is that 
because we at least in part cause and are responsible for our actions, we can be held 
morally accountable or legally liable. Personal responsibility can be contrasted to the idea 
that human actions are caused by conditions beyond the agent’s control. Since the late 
19th century, personal responsibility has become increasingly associated with political 
conservatism and libertarianism. Critical thinking is then in a sense an encounter with 
ꞌagencyꞌ; a matter of how we can teach and learn the ideas and skills which help us shape 
our own lives rather than accepting them as a matter of fate, determined elsewhere by 
others who may not understand what or who we are. It is in this sense that personal 
responsibility can be identified with progressive and transformative learning (as proposed 
in Zuber-Skerrit and Teare, ibid).
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A key conceptual issue within the work-based project upon which the thesis rests was 
the question of how we can conceptualise and test the acquisition of critical thinking 
skills by children in kindergarten. The further questions and potential answers that arise 
from this can be problematised at doctoral level around two complementary themes; first 
the need for explorations in leadership within Palestinian kindergartens might facilitate 
skills development and conceptual thinking; and second, the development of the idea 
of personal responsibility or what Teare (cited in Zuber-Skerritt and Tear, 2013), calls 
ꞌpersonal viabilityꞌ as a key learning objective and outcome for kindergarten children in 
this case in Palestinian communities.

Despite the necessity of acquiring these skills and building a strong culture for critical 
thinking and personal responsibility, it can be argued that the role of the educational 
leader in facilitating this work has not been sufficiently explored in academia or adopted 
in official curricula. The definition of an educational leader, for the purposes of this study 
is based on a synthesis of several authorsꞌ definitions. While these definitions will be 
explored in greater detail in the following chapters, this study emphasizes accessible 
dimensions of leadership; that leadership is inherent in each and every one of us and that 
acts of leadership can be as simple as expressing, creating or acting outside familiar and 
safe boundaries in order to do good (Harris, 2004; Pearce and Randel, 2004; and Parry, 
2003). Without strong leadership in schools from the education professionals involved, I 
argue that it is hard to develop critical thinking and personal responsibility in children. The 
process is not simply ꞌnaturalꞌ; it is learned and it is taught and is therefore the outcome of 
a conscious and reflexive engagement with learning and teaching in its contexts.

There exists clearly a large and varied number of approaches to the question of leadership 
in schools and its impact on learning outcomes. Table 2 Synopsis 2, attempts to cluster this 
variety within 5 ꞌtypesꞌ which are generic but not of course comprehensive. This schema 
cannot claim an over-arching comprehensive account of this academic and professional 
arena but it can claim relevance to the theme of the thesis, which is about leadership 
within the kindergarten in Palestinian contexts and its contribution to an evolving need 
for critical thinking.

The review of literature and models of educational leadership which follow in Chapter 2 
contribute to the research questions and strategy in the following ways:

• the importance of school leadership and management in the kindergarten has been 
high- lighted and the question of leadership effectiveness for curriculum change has 
been given attention and justification in the thesis

• the consideration of leadership types allows a range of key concepts to be identified 
and these key concepts are relevant to the evolving pedagogy of the kindergarten. 
This is shown in Table 1 Synopsis 1: 36, where leadership models generate concepts 
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and potential outcomes for research and curriculum development
• the analysis of relevant literature contributes to the research questions by indicating 

a conceptual framework and sets of concepts which link leadership with ideas 
and practices covering 4 key themes concerning the management of learning, 
the management of the kindergarten environment, the development of cognitive 
capacities, emotional and personal responsibility aspects of the child’s growth and 
experience, and the management and development of the cultural and community 
context, including that of parents and family

• leadership considerations enabled the thesis and its research components to develop 
ideas and practices around the management of a ꞌvisionꞌ for the kindergarten and for 
coordinating the disparate elements of the kindergarten environment. These included 
the notions of creating trust and confidence with children and parents

• the leader/researcher was able to be perceived as a central and authoritative figure 
within the kindergarten partnership, especially by staff and parents who were key 
stake-holders.

In searching for answers to the question of how does leadership in the kindergarten 
contribute to encouraging critical thinking, the project considered evidence of leadership 
ꞌtypesꞌ. It hoped to demonstrate the relevance of such types as potential models for the 
practitioner who was required to develop appropriate pedagogies, manage learning 
processes and deliver learning outcomes for the children and parents themselves.

Effective educational leadership and management of schools has increased in importance 
and there has been much research conducted into the effectiveness of school leadership and 
its impact on children’s performance. This has involved curriculum choice, though Gunter 
(2012) appeared to show recently that many teachers in the UK, for example, are not so free 
to choose their own forms of leadership or scholarly activity. The Palestinian kindergarten 
at the heart of this study was an institution that allowed its leaders to innovate and they 
were able to use dimensions of leadership that included what Bush (2011: 5) referred 
to as ꞌꞌinfluence, values and visionꞌꞌ. Most leaders try to influence individuals or groups 
in order to achieve a desired outcome. The concept of values infused the kindergarten 
work and characterised the leader’s sense of self-awareness and personal values. This was 
allied to a sense of moral and communal values which was able to recognise emotional 
factors and capabilities in the learning processes. The models of leadership approaches 
or types, (summarised at Table 1 Synopsis 1) is an attempt to portray a range of relevant 
characteristics which could be tested in practice against the objectives of the project.

There is another factor which is worth noting and this concerns the idea of distributed 
leadership, where leadership is not the sole responsibility of one leader and instead 
recognises the influence of various sources of leadership capability (Torrence, 2013). The 
Deir-Hanna kindergarten leadership attempted and recorded the need to have teachers and
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parents develop their own reflexive ability to change situations and learning practice 
with the children. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) have developed this idea of teachers 
developing their own ꞌprofessional capitalꞌ so that with the children they can adapt and 
lead educational changes through developing themselves. The project in the kindergarten 
and its community attempted to apply and use these ideas and concepts and the thesis 
represents an attempt to bring together the evidence and themes of an extended work-
based project which had these concerns of leadership, change and critical thinking at its 
heart.

1.3 Overview

The thesis begins at Chapter 2 with a review of some wide-ranging theories and 
perspectives on educational leadership. Models are examined for their relevancy to my 
research questions and strategies, and I present theories and models for leadership and 
pedagogy, specifically addressing years 3-5 in kindergarten. In Section 2.9 of Chapter 
2, I show the main sources and models for critical thinking that have been developed in 
relation to early childhood and are largely dependent on educational thinking and practice. 
Chapter 2 also contains an assessment of ideas of personal responsibility that were crucial 
for the practical research and curriculum development explored in Chapter 3. In order to 
present my independent study I outline the research methods adopted and then adapted 
to my research strategy and which enabled me to map data sources within what is a case 
study approach to my key themes and concerns.

Finally, in Chapters 4 and 5, I present findings and outcomes of the analyses and discuss 
meanings and the main conclusions of my study. The nature of the research and its location 
has meant this work-based project, and the thesis that emerged from it, is extensive and 
diverse and was constructed over an extended period of time. To help the reader navigate the 
thesis there are a number of diagrammes and figures and it is hoped that these help summarise 
and provide a charted route through the process of discovery explored in this work.

The diagramme that follows immediately below is intended to help the reader of the 
thesis situate the flow and sequence of events and processes which made the work-based 
project (WBP) a lived reality for the author over an extended period of time. The period 
of exploration, study, practice, reflection and hopefully ꞌilluminationꞌ lasted for some 8 
years, whilst the research phase, though notionally much more limited in time and scope 
and lasting a year, was a reflexive process that had no artificial beginning nor ending. 
The critically thinking teacher, according to Elliot (1995) does not distinguish between 
research, practice and self-examination when tackling curriculum issues and it is equally 
difficult to artificially separate phases of work and life which were a continuous and 
continuing lived experience.

It is hoped that the results of both the research and WBP contained within this thesis will
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continue to have an impact on the Palestinian Kindergarten in its own village and society, 
and perhaps even wider, far into the future.

Figure 4 : Timing and phasing of professional research adapted from Bhatt (2004)

Consideration of 
quality, validity, 
reliability and 
reflexivity

Phase 1 – January 2009: Taught research modules

Initial reading and identification of theoretical approach, research paradigm and philosophy

Phase 2 – Piloting research 
methods (questionnaires  and 
focus groups to pupils and  
middle tier staff)

Phase 3 – July 2010: passed all taught modules 
and transferred to research stage

Generation of research aims and objectives

Phase 4 – March 2011

Collecting data and constructing curricular 
schemes and pedagogy

Trial lessons for 8 weeks took place, transcribing focus 
group data and analyzing Research Diary

Discussion regarding appropriateness of chosen methodologies 
and reflexive review of literature and existing research 

Developing leadership with staff and parents and 
transcribing and coding interview data

Phase 7 – September 2015

Phase 8 – January 2017 

Widening out research analysis and use of feedback

Analysis and evaluation of results and writing up of thesis  

Phase 6 – September 2014 

Phase 5 – March 2012

Motivation for researching how the educational leader can  make a significant 
contribution to kindergarten education and especially to the teaching of critical 
thinking and personal responsibility skills of 3 – 5 year olds.
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Chapter 2 : Literature Review 

2.1 The foundations of this study

The importance of creating a proper platform for the development of educational 
leadership skills for teachers and critical thinking in children has been recognised by many 
recent researchers (Michaeli, 2008). In particular, the role and necessity for developing 
critical thinking and personal responsibility in early childhood development is apparent 
throughout the literature on early childhood, as early education is the first and arguably 
the most important stage of lifelong learning (Michaeli, ibid 2008). Without a sound base 
all that follows may be problematical.

The first five years of a child’s life are fundamentally important. They are the foundation that 
shapes children’s future health, happiness, growth, development and learning achievement 
at school, in the family and community, and in life in general. Recent research confirms 
that the first five years are particularly important for the development of the child’s brain, 
and the first three years are the most critical in shaping the child’s brain architecture 
(Oates and Yates, 2016; MacLeod-Brudenell and Kay, 2008; Montessori, 1907 cited in 
Lillard, 2005; Piaget, 1980 cited in Suleeman, 2008; Vygotsky, 2004 cited in Suleeman, 
2008; Sanders, et al, 2008 and Jenkins, 2004). Early experiences provide the base for the 
brain’s organizational development and functioning throughout life. They have a direct 
impact on how children develop learning skills as well as social and emotional abilities. 
Children learn more quickly during their early years than at any other time in life. They 
need love and nurturing to develop a sense of trust and security that turns into confidence 
as they grow (MacLeod- Brudenell and Kay, 2008: 56).

The foundations of children’s language and their cognitive and social skills are laid 
in the earliest years of life. Timely and appropriate early detection and intervention in 
early childhood can reduce and prevent learning difficulties and disabilities. Despite the 
necessity of these interventions, there is a notable gap in the literature of early childhood 
education as to the role of the educational leader in developing these critical skills, most 
notably in relation to critical thinking and notions of personal responsibility. This matter 
is the focus of the work reported on and analysed in this work-related project and provides 
the basis of the doctoral thesis.

There are two essential parts to this thesis; first a focus on the role and function of 
educational leadership, especially within the kindergarten stage of learning and second, 
an exploration of the idea of ꞌcritical thinking’, for young children. Both of these concerns 
are related in this study and both are related to the author’s professional and biographical 
development as a teacher, learner and principal of a kindergarten within the Palestinian 
community of Israel.
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I have had extensive experience with early child development since I am a senior 
kindergarten teacher. I have taught for more than 19 years and therefore I was exposed to 
diverse methods of learning and education for young children through play - instructional 
methods and through group learning. Therefore, my intention is to use my personal 
and professional experience and to show how this experience could contribute to the 
theoretical and practical understanding of early childhood learning. This intention was 
explored and set in my own particular context of a Palestinian kindergarten within its own 
community, within a particular village, within the state of Israel.

This literature review is comprised of three sections, each of which outlines in some 
detail aspects of studies in early childhood which are the foundation of this research. The 
first section presents the literature’s characterization of educational leadership in early 
childhood education, which includes references to its various definitions, representations 
in complementary fields, pedagogy, types of leadership and appropriate theories and 
models of educational leadership. In addition, some of the prevailing ways of assessing 
the effectiveness of educational leadership in respect of critical thinking are considered. 
The second section assesses the literature of critical thinking including the prevailing 
definitions in the context of the kindergarten, and its application in various fields, and 
models of teaching. The prevailing methods for its measurement and the roles of parents 
and teachers in developing critical thinking are also examined. Finally, the third section 
presents the literature relevant to models and theories of personal responsibility, most 
notably in the field of education, where there is little research completed for the targeted 
age group.

2.2 Educational Leadership

How does one define leadership? According to Lasry (2010), there are over 650 definitions 
of educational leadership that can be found in the literature. Even after four decades of 
research on leadership, the literature can still best be characterized as a “confusing mass of 
findings. Endless accumulation of empirical data has [still] not provided an all-inclusive 
understanding of leadership”. (Lasry, 2010: 32-38). This number is a clear indication of a 
lack of consensus in the research and investigation of this topic.

However, the most broad and agreed-upon definition comes perhaps from Bennis, one 
of the most important contributors to the study and research in the field of leadership for 
over six decades:

“Leadership is a function of knowing yourself, having a vision 
that is well communicated, building trust among colleagues, and 
taking effective action to realize your own leadership potential”

(Bennis, 2007: 02).
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These words served as an impetus for this research, in which I aimed to cultivate my 
own leadership skills and capacities and those of others by fostering self-reflection, 
communication and trust in the resource-limited environment of my kindergarten. 
With this quote in mind, I selected the following scholars to help further delineate the 
various characteristics of educational leadership that were ultimately used as indicators 
in this study. These scholars touch on a number of analytical dimensions in the study of 
leadership, something that adds, I believe, some analytical depth to the study of leadership 
in the context of early childhood education.

Aflatka (2007), defined leadership in amorphous and intuitive terms, likening leadership 
to love. While it is difficult to define love, everyone recognises it when it occurs. The 
same could be said of leadership. However, this is not a satisfactory starting point for an 
exploration of the empirical realities of the kindergarten. Perhaps a good starting point 
might be that of MacLeod-Brudenell and Kay (2008), who argue that there are unique 
characteristics of the early years that shape the leadership role, including the fact that the 
vast majority of such leaders are women. The main types of leadership and management 
models are summarised by Crawford (2009), as relating to:

• the personal qualities and characteristics of the leader
• leadership styles
• contextual theories
• transactional or transformative theories.

Therefore, whilst it is not surprising that the definitions of leadership are as numerous 
as the theorists involved, this thesis is concerned with transformational leadership. Such 
models are focussed on a participatory style where the leader focuses on cooperation with 
a team rather than trying to exert control over them. The qualities and leadership skills 
needed to make such a model work involve communicative skills of a high order, the use 
of reflective skills and an understanding of oneꞌs own behaviour, motivations and actions 
and the need to be flexible and to be able to meet the demands of change and professional 
and personal challenges. These qualities are the subject of this thesis and it is hoped 
inform the narrative and analysis which make up this thesis.

Some scholars take a more individualistic view and examine the leader in the context of 
its institutions. According to Nevel (2011), educational leaders aim to look for innovative 
ways to facilitate the learning process in their institution’s population and lead by example, 
despite an ever-changing and often chaotic educational context. Robertson et al (2009), 
build on this idea, expounding the view that individuals can be educational leaders no 
matter at what level in the institution, and can focus on improving learning opportunities as 
their main function and work. This includes developing oneꞌs own educational leadership 
capacity and that of their institution.
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Some take a more evolutionary approach to leadership. Dasborough (2006), suggests 
that educational leadership cannot be mass-produced; it must be actively developed and 
fostered. The Darwinian concept of educational leadership, according to Inbar (2009), 
asserts that educational leadership emerges gradually as “survivors of a system,” i.e. 
those who have successfully climbed the hierarchical ladder, are deemed fit to lead, are 
able to develop organizational capacity and further advance the knowledge of leadership 
development. James et al, (2007), expanded on this idea, positing that leadership is the 
way in which people change the minds of others and move organizations forward to 
accomplish identified goals.

Within these realms, scholars have focused on group dynamics in fleshing out the concept 
of educational leadership (Gilad, 2011 and Reiter, 2011). These scholars summarily find 
that the leader is actually the coordinator of a group, the one who endows it with its 
vision, its path, its practice and its success. Therefore, the primary goal of an educational 
programme aimed at fostering leadership is to create the conditions that allow and 
encourage acts of leadership.

Types and models of leadership

Matveev and Lvina (2007), state that organisational leadership has evolved as a behavioral 
trait. Scholars have expanded on this idea, approaching leadership as a “contingency” to 
one’s environment, which has led to a number of neo-charismatic theories of leadership 
(House, 1977; House et al, 1999; Conger and Kanungo, 1987 and Bass and Riggio, 2006).

They claim that the three most widely recognized leadership theories within this viewpoint 
are the theory of charismatic leadership, the strategic theory of charismatic leadership, 
and the full range theory of leadership.

They further posit two sub-categories of leadership within these types- transformational 
and transactional. Transactional leaders are leaders who use either contingent rewards 
as positive reinforcement when the desired standards are reached or management-
by-exception as punishment or negative feedback after problems occur (Conger and 
Kanungo, 1987 and Burns, 1978). Transformational leaders, in turn, are able to influence 
their followers to transcend self- interest and use their full potential to achieve their 
organisationꞌs goals (Bass and Riggio, 2006 and Northouse, 2013). Taken together, Bass and 
Riggio (2006), posits that leaders are made by carrying out acts of leadership, combining 
the urge to break boundaries with the desire to serve and improve others through actions 
of reinforcement and feedback. My thinking and practice in the kindergarten in relation 
to these two types and in particular, the overarching themes inherent in transformational 
leadership, that is to say, going beyond self-interest, contributed to my understanding of 
the role of leadership within my WBP and this thesis.

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


24

Others scholars have developed models based on these foundations; most notable 
among these is Leithwood who with his colleagues investigated transformational 
leadership throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s. Based on the findings of both 
quantitative and qualitative research, they put forward a model of transformational 
leadership encompassing three main categories of leadership practices: setting directions, 
developing people and redesigning the organization (see, for example, Leithwood et 
al, 2006). These three main categories include nine additional dimensions of practice, 
which can be further subdivided into more specific practices linked to the context of the 
leaderꞌs work (Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach, 1999). In this model, teachers do not 
distinguish between the transformational leadership behaviour of charismatic behaviour 
and intellectual stimulation and inspirational motivation (Leithwood et al, 2006). All of 
these characteristics are holistically bound together in the actions of the leader.

Moreover, teachers in these studies do not distinguish between individual concern 
(transformational leadership behaviour) and contingent reward (transactional leadership 
behaviour). They consider this to be an indication that transformational and transactional 
leadership practices are interwoven and that transformational leadership is effective when 
it manages to incorporate transactional practices.

Another prominent model of leadership is functional leadership (Adair, 1983 and Kouzes 
and Posner, 1995). Scholars in this realm have sought to define ‘functional leadership’ by 
delineating the actions leaders take in order to be successful. In other words, they examine 
the functions or responsibilities that every leader must address in order to be effective. 
The following study employs a similar approach to the study and characterization of 
leadership, similarly positing that leadership is the ability to decide a group’s direction 
and illuminate the road ahead by knowing the next step and leading others with him/her 
to it.

Educational leadership as used in this study draws on each of these models. The researcherꞌs 
personal vision is employed in conjunction with the transformational, transactional and 
functional dimensions, enabling the educational leader (the researcher) to achieve the 
institutionꞌs goals. By combining these theories and perspectives, one can develop the 
many-faceted role of the educational leader as one who develops the necessary activities 
in the educational context: setting directions, influencing followers (other teachers and 
children) through reinforcement, and designing the kindergarten as an environment 
conducive to communication with others in order for these activities to ꞌevolveꞌ organically, 
as a natural behavioural trait. It is clear, however, that the evolution of a trait is also a 
learned response that is shaped and formed by the social and educational processes and 
by the growth of the self as an active agent in the learning process. I used these models 
to develop a way of introducing critical thinking into the kindergarten; through exploring
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and adapting educational leadership in practice. This meant a commitment to the idea that 
the more enhanced leadership skills were demonstrated by the kindergarten teachers and 
parents, the more likely it was that critical skills would develop in the children themselves.

2.3 Theories of educational leadership

The literature on educational leadership contains many theories that claim to be integral 
to the training of educational leaders. Every era appears to bring with it a new theory 
of leadership (Lam and Zvi, 2008). Within the focus outlined above on transformative, 
functional and charismatic leadership, a number of approaches were examined in order to 
help construct the model tested in this thesis.

Functional theories

Adairꞌs Theory (1983) is an approach that focuses upon the characteristics of functional 
leadership. This theory emerges primarily from the study of group dynamics and Adair 
focuses on how groups form, evolve and perform. In this model there are three vital 
responsibilities of the leader, and a range of scholars have formulated and tested models 
for its implementation in the last two decades such as:

achieving a task (Colbert et al, 2006; (2) creating a sense of togetherness and collective 
responsibility (Colbert et al); and (3) making certain that each individualꞌs needs in the 
group are recognised, for example, in respect of safety, respect, praise, intimacy and 
fulfilment. Therefore, the leader must also help members satisfy individual personal 
needs (Brown, 2002).

This model considers the individual and his or her needs such as intimacy, respect and 
safety. The team is viewed as being responsible for building up and collaborating with 
leaders and achieving the tasks of this model that, in this study, are to improve critical 
thinking skills and develop the idea of personal responsibility. In particular, this approach 
sets out the following vital functions of leadership that were used in the development of 
this study:

• planning (seeking information, defining task and setting aims)
• initiating (briefing, task allocation, setting standards)
• controlling (maintaining standards, ensuring progress and ongoing decision making)
• supporting (individualsꞌ contributions, encouraging team spirit, reconciling and 

morale)
• informing (clarifying tasks and plans, receiving feedback and interpreting)
• evaluating (testing the feasibility of ideas, performance and enabling self- assessment).
• Functional theory emerges from the study of individualsꞌ personal experiences of
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leadership (Barker, 2007; Kouzes and Posner, 1995). Supporters of Kouzes and Posner’s 
theory focus on what leadership is and what they believe leadership means to others.

Moreover, this theory aligns with that of Adair and adds the following five leadership 
practices:

• modelling the way forward – where the leader leads by example, behaving in ways 
that reflect the shared values and beliefs that the leader aims to teach. In this way, she 
builds confidence, commitment and affects consistent progress in her pupils (Avolio, 
2007)

• inspiring a shared vision - where the leader enlists others in sharing a common vision 
by engaging othersꞌ values, interests, hopes and dreams. This can be achieved in 
many ways, including emphasizing powerful or expressive language to inspire others 
(Avolio, 2007)

• challenging the process - where the leader seeks new ideas and challenging opportunities 
to change, grow, innovate and improve others. This can include activities that require 
others to take risks, to experiment and to learn from mistakes (Kouzes and Posner, 
1995)

• enabling others to act – where the leader brings to light his/her belief and care for 
others by exhibiting sensitivity. This can entail delegating power, believing in others 
and offering visible support (Colbert et al, 2006).

• encouragement – where the leader praises and celebrates his/her teamꞌs accomplishments 
on a frequent basis (Bass and Riggio, 2006).

Neocharismatic leadership theory

Functional theories of leadership tend to focus on instrumentalist views of motivation 
and organisation. They often attempt, naturally, to engage with what works in the 
classroom and across the institution and are clearly attractive to practitioners who seek 
results and measurable outcomes for their work. However, there are other approaches to 
leadership which have claims also to effectiveness for practice and which have evolved 
from the notions of charisma and charismatic forms of leadership and authority. House 
et al (1999) argue that this type of leadership can be understood as a combination of 
three theories: charismatic leadership (House, 1977), the strategic theory of charismatic 
leadership (Conger and Kanungo, 1987) and the full range theory of leadership (Bass 
and Riggio, 2006). Neocharismatic leadership theory can be used to understand how 
leaders influence followers (Mark-Bell, 2013). Leaders, according to this theory, possess 
charismatic qualities and other complementary skills, such as skillful self- expression and 
the flexibility to adopt appropriate behaviour in a range of situational contexts. In this 
way, one can evaluate a leaderꞌs charisma based upon the perceptions of his/her followers 
in a particular context or more simply put - the basis of charismatic theory is the influence
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of the leader on the led (Mark-Bell, ibid). In the context of early childhood education, this 
influence or charisma can be posited as a means to achieve specific learning goals, such 
as improving the critical thinking and personal responsibility skills of children. I suggest 
that this charismatic form of leadership also has the ability not only to directly impact 
on children, but can contribute to the shaping of the environment around them, through 
interactions with parents and by fostering similar, desired traits in children by leading 
by example. Therefore, this idea will be examined following and adapting the recently 
published work of Zuber-Skerritt and Teare (2013), which focusses on the development 
of personal attributes and capacities in the individual and is encompassed within what 
they term ꞌpersonal viabilityꞌ.

The full range theory of leadership

Bass and Riggio (2006), suggest that the full range approach is a functional theory 
that ultimately leads to and supports transformational leadership. This theory posits 
that transformational leadership is accomplished through four categories or what Bass 
and Riggio term “the four I’s”: A. Idealized Influence, B. Inspirational Motivation, C. 
Intellectual Stimulation and D. Individualized Consideration. Idealized influence is 
demonstrated when the transformational leader serves as a charismatic role model to 
followers. Inspirational motivation is characterized by the leader teaching about his 
or her vision and inspiring her followers to adopt it themselves. The third, intellectual 
stimulation, is established when the transformational leader activates her followersꞌ 
creativity by questioning and challenging them. The fourth, individualized consideration 
is demonstrated by the transformational leaderꞌs ability to raise her followersꞌ personal 
examination of her ideas and teachings. Overall, this theory argues that charisma 
is a significant part of transactional leadership. However, it is not the only part of the 
transactional process (Bass and Riggio, ibid) and proponents of this theory suggest that 
the best leaders tend to be both transactional and transformational (Bass and Riggio, ibid).

The attribution theory of charisma

House (1977), has suggested that as a component of the full range theory, charismatic 
leadership focuses solely on upon the characteristics of charisma in leaders. As described 
above, the core of this theory rests upon the level and type of influence the leader has 
on followers. The charismatic leader is considered a special person who is unique to her 
followers and possesses the natural ability to persuade them, often appealing to them 
in different situational contexts such as helping them “in their hour of need’. House 
argues that transformation and transaction processes are equal and possess merely petty 
differences in the context of great leaders, as their individual qualities naturally encourage 
“smooth” transactions among followers.

Charismatic theory has a number of variants and one of them posits that charisma is often a 
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trait that one perceives in another, but cannot be easily described by direct references to 
particular behaviours, traits or individual characteristics (Conger and Kanungo, 1987). 
Exceptional behaviours and expertise aside, contextual factors such as a crisis play a 
significant role in the attribution of charisma (Conger and Kanungo, ibid: 642). This 
includes the use of dramatic, symbolic and metaphoric language that lends credibility to 
communication. Conger and Kanungo claim that leaders are perceived as the ‘holders of 
an idealized vision’. Followers will only attribute charisma to a leader who personalizes 
their vision with steadfast resolve. As Conger and Kanungo note, the trust resulting 
from these conditions is extraordinary, and comparable to reverence. There is a subtle 
sensitivity at play in which a leader understands the needs and values of her followers and 
respects them while continuing to mirror his or her personal convictions. This is a process 
in which charismatic leaders will demonstrate poise and self-sacrifice. These leaders also 
excel in ꞌimpression management’, enabling them to communicate with followers easily 
and effectively, while maintaining this reverence.

Context for charisma

Middlehurst (1993) builds upon these transformational theories and stresses the necessity 
of “visibility” in the examination of a successful leader. She also elaborates that this 
difficulty might be due to the duality in authority where administration is separate from 
delivering knowledge. Visibility is important for the development of followersꞌ trust 
during the transformation process. Duality in management or authority can be handled 
through strong communication and teamwork, which is what a transformational leader 
attempts to deliver.

In the context of education, many scholars posit that charismatic leadership can be difficult 
without the right contextual conditions. These include environments that are conducive to 
the kinds of transformations and transactions described above, specifically: institutions in 
crisis, small-sized institutions, and environments in which stakeholders wish to achieve 
institutional quality (Bensimon et al, 1989). In the context of this current thesis, in order 
for a teacher to be a leader in kindergarten it is essential for her to be deeply familiar 
with cultural aspects of the kindergarten and the village. There is a rich and complex 
context for learning here which cannot be underestimated. Knowing and sharing cultural 
nuances assists the teacher by helping her to achieve her goals in the kindergarten through 
the appropriate instructions and cooperation. Leadership of a charismatic kind is not 
possible without possession of a sensibility to the culture and environment and receptivity 
to the distinctive yet often varied ways in which it is transmitted between the different 
generations.

In this context, transactional and transformational leaders are able to manipulate their 
skills and their environment in order to achieve change (Bass and Riggio, 2006) This 
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includes addressing followersꞌ needs for self-actualization and for them to make a 
meaningful contribution to the enterprise (Bass and Riggio, 2006 and Burns, 1978). 
Leadersꞌ approaches in each of these environments differ, based upon their respective 
strategies. For example, the transactional leader emphasizes social exchange, and 
stabilizes the environment by making minimal changes. In contrast, the transformational 
leader may focus on challenging the existing paradigm and engaging followers in a new 
level of thinking concerned with values and vision or improvement (Bass and Riggio, 
2006 and Burns, 1978).

2.4 Characteristics of the educational leader

For decades, researchers have attempted to identify the definitive characteristics of 
educational leadership, but with only limited success (Coles, 1993). Due to the number 
of theories which have been generated, the sheer variety of definitions and the different 
models of educational leadership available, this task has proven to be quite difficult. In 
light of these complexities and in the face of a defined task of my own, I have attempted 
to classify the key characteristics belonging to and derived from the theories described 
above which are of most benefit and applicability to my key objectives.

One such key objective in my work was to define and apply some of the elements of 
charismatic behaviour and attitudes within the kindergarten and to think through ideas 
of charisma that might be useful to my overall project. One example concerned the 
importance of charisma in the model developed by House et al, (1999), who define 
charisma as the ability to exercise diffuse and intensive influence over the normative 
or ideological orientations of others. Their approach to the definition of leadership and 
charisma is a reflection of the leaderꞌs impact on her followers, as exhibited by: 

• a high degree of loyalty, commitment and devotion
• identification with the leader and her mission
• emulation of her values, goals and behaviour
• viewing the leader as a source of inspiration
• derivation of a sense of high self-esteem from their relationship with the leader and 

her mission
• an exceptionally high degree of trust in the leader and her beliefs.

These qualities appeared to satisfy several of the requirements that I intuited were needed 
for the development of a leadership concept that would allow the transformational and 
the transactional elements of critical thinking skills to be introduced into my professional 
workplace.

An additional source concerned Bass and Riggio’s (2006) conceptualization of 
leadership, resting upon the ability of the leader to set goals, improve othersꞌ strengths, 
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and foster followersꞌ need for autonomy and respect for their individual values. These 
characteristics influence the behaviour of a transformational leader such as greater 
commitment and the effects such as improvement in an individual’s performance, thereby 
enhancing, strengthening and creating greater confidence in the relationship between 
leader and follower (Mark-Bell, 2013). These characteristics I believe further support 
the value of charismatic theory within my overall approach, which emphasizes effective 
communication, vision, integrity, humour and delegation between leaders and followers 
(Mark-Bell, ibid).

Likewise, the characteristics of each of the theories described above can be said to support 
their individual models. According to Kouzes and Posner (1995), leaders lead by example, 
inspiring others with a shared vision, encouraging risk-taking and making mistakes and 
visibly exhibiting belief in their followers. Adair (1983), also emphasizes leadership 
characteristics such as the ability to achieve tasks and foster a sense of community, while 
satisfying individualsꞌ needs.

Other scholars, most notably Stogdill (1974) and Guron (2009), have attempted to 
formulate a synthesis of the research that describes the features of educational leadership. 
They identify five groups of features: achievement, responsibility, interpersonal capability, 
strength and understanding of the situation. Recent works in the area of leadership revealed 
similar characteristics, such as a strong desire to complete the mission, determination to 
achieve goals, originality, initiative and self-confidence, but they did not identify any 
features unique to educational leadership in the kindergarten specifically. (Lee, 2005; 
Silins and Mulford, 2002; Shin and Zhou, 2003; Amit and Bar-Lev, 2013; Goldring, 
2008; Leithwood et al, 2006; McKinsey and Company, 2007).

A summary graphic (Table 1 Synopsis 1: 36) attempts to show the range and scope of 
leadership theories which have been used in this thesis to identify the main characteristics 
of teacher- leaders and their use of pedagogical strategies. This thesis of course is concerned 
with a specific level and type of education and therefore its focus reflects an engagement 
with younger age children and the teaching and learning issues and challenges faced by 
kindergarten teacher- leaders. Table 1 Synopsis 1, also attempts to picture the overlap 
between leadership approaches and pedagogical ꞌstylesꞌ and methods appropriate for the 
kindergarten in its Palestinian/Israeli context which are outlined below.

2.5 Leadership and pedagogy in the kindergarten

Despite the fact, that much research has been undertaken regarding skills acquisition in 
kindergarten, scant attention has been paid to the role of the leader in early childhood 
education (Thoronton, 2005). There are, however, some existing models which touch upon 
educational leadership generally, which could be transferrable to the context of this research.
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Visionary models

Visionary models of educational leadership champion the vision of the leader in developing 
the skills of young children in educational settings (Kagan and Bowman, 1997; Thoronton, 
2005). These studies suggest that the key elements of effective leadership lie in the 
leaderꞌs ability to ‘provide vision and communicate it; develop a team culture; set goals 
and objectives; monitor and communicate achievements; and facilitate and encourage the 
development of individuals’ (Rodd, 2013).

Proponents of the visionary model of educational leadership focus on creating change, 
innovation and motivating children to perform tasks that they are not inclined to do, 
in order to advance the goals of the institution, the development of new images of an 
educational reality and the redefinition of the kindergarten experience from a holistic 
perspective (Livni, 2003). In this light, one might concede that educational leadership 
without vision is meaningless (Watkins and Marsick, 2003). The vision is the message, 
delivered through a kind of ꞌsymbolismꞌ and it is this message that unites the educational 
leader and her followers in a common effort to realize it. Many pedagogical models 
characterize the leader as one who is inspiring to her followers (Goldhirsh and Wagner, 
2004; Strange and Mumford, 2002; Ratz, 2000 cited in Strauch-Nelson, 2012; Katz-
Kurland,2006 cited in Strauch-Nelson, 2012; Vera and Crossan, 2004 cited in Strauch-
Nelson, 2012). They further attribute the beliefs of the educational leader to the leaderꞌs 
personal strength; strength that allows the leader to enhance her followersꞌ commitment 
to and their sense of significance through their personal contribution in kindergarten. By 
her ability to communicate, as well as by leading by example, an educational leader in 
kindergarten expresses high expectations of the followers and their ability to fulfil the 
leaderꞌs vision (Katz-Kurland, ibid 2006).

Natural pedagogical theories

A source of ideas and inspiration for my work and research was found in the work of 
Montessori (1907, cited in Lillard, 2005) and Froebel (1889, cited in Strauch-Nelson, 2012), 
who examine and expound a concept of ꞌnatural pedagogyꞌ, both inside and outside of the 
classroom, drawing on insights from nature. The argument suggests that by encouraging 
them to love nature, children are more likely to take care of nature, because we cherish things 
we love. However, a more fundamental aspect of this work is the childrenꞌs encouragement 
to focus their learning through cognitive models within their natural environment. This 
approach, by itself, is not enough for young children, so the kindergarten teachers have 
supplemented this training with consideration, sympathy and love as essential elements 
that help the child connect to his or her learning. It is maintained that together, these 
theories impact upon children in six key dimensions: confidence, social skills, language and 
communication, motivation and concentration, physical skills and understanding. These 
dimensions or attributes, based on their interactions with the natural world, can develop in 
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children a new sense of belonging that is a result of the calming and familiar experience 
of nature (Grahn et al, 1997 cited in Strauch-Nelson, 2012).

2.6 Emotional well-being

Within the notion of pedagogical leadership, it is now common to address the matter of 
emotional literacy and capacity. The emotional literacy model draws extensively from 
positive behavioural interventions and support strategies. There can be little doubt that 
the emotional well-being of the child is important for the healthy development of both 
body and mind. Pedagogies and leadership strategies for kindergarten-age learning must 
take adequate account of these needs.What is referred to as ꞌResponse to Interventionꞌ 
(Fuchs and Fuchs, 2006 cited in Tilly, 2008), and their ꞌComprehensive, Integrated, Three-
Tiered Model of Preventionꞌ frameworks are attempts to address emotional contexts and 
content for young learners and offer insights for the teacher/ leader in the kindergarten 
(Tilly, 2008). The use of these frameworks and their integration within the pedagogy of 
the kindergarten teacher, offers opportunities to address the behavioural needs as well as 
the social and emotional needs of the child. This is particularly the case in encouraging 
emotional intelligence that is based on the idea that emotional skills are crucial to academic 
performance and enhance or hinder our ability to learn (Kahn, 2013 and Gardner, 1983).

2.7 The social pedagogical theory of leadership

In accordance with the stated objectives of this thesis it is necessary to raise the issue of 
leadership in the context of childrenꞌs needs for creative and critical thinking. This was 
stated to be relevant to the need for open-minded and autonomous thinking in the child if 
the adult is to engage in rational social life, especially in a society often torn by conflict 
and division. According to Dewey (1993 and Taylor and Francis, 2007), the world in 
general and democratic society in particular requires responsible leaders who can think 
and act with empathy, courage and clarity. These leaders inspire children to develop self-
confidence by showing them how to think and act with creativity and courage, and by 
instilling in them commitment to be active citizens of the world (Taylor and Francis, 
2007). One may infer then that an educational leader in kindergarten must organize the 
environment to reinforce free communication, experimentation and self- evaluation; the 
child is to develop personal responsibility and viability within a culture of tolerance, 
understanding for those who are different and an ability to manage a personal and social 
identity in positive and ꞌdemocraticꞌ ways. These concepts and processes are of course 
basic elements of what has come to be termed ꞌcritical thinkingꞌ and the basis of the 
principles for a developmental curriculum (Hurst and Joseph, 1998). As such, they form 
a key part of conceptual framework used in this thesis.

Pedagogical understanding

One of the most prevalent characteristics of educational leaders is pedagogical 
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understanding (Goldhirsh and Wagner, 2004; Retz, 1999 cited in Strauch-Nelson, 2012; 
Strange and Mumford, 2002; Katz- Kurland, 2006 cited in Strauch-Nelson, 2012). 
According to the literature on this topic, the kindergarten leader should have an intuitive 
and theoretical knowledge of pedagogy. Pedagogy, according to Armour (2011), is 
characterized as ꞌlearning in practiceꞌ. The perspective argues that the term ꞌpedagogyꞌ 
has a broader meaning, and refers to the ways in which individuals learn as well as the 
pedagogical knowledge and skills that teachers need to command in order to effectively 
support learners. The kindergarten leader, according to Armour, is not necessarily a 
specialist in the teaching profession, but is a person who recognizes childrenꞌs knowledge 
structure, as well as the potential link between children’s experience and their educational 
potential. She knows and makes sure that other teachers know that from an educational 
point of view, familiarity with subject matter is not enough; the educator strives to reach 
the child by using her knowledge, insights and values (Goldhirsh and Wagner, 2004).

The second characteristic within this viewpoint is based on the visionary model 
(Thoronton, 2005; Rodd, 2013; Mackenzie et al, 2001). This characteristic highlights the 
importance of abstract thinking and an inclusive conceptual approach to teaching. This is 
something, which is required for the creation of a kindergarten ꞌvisionꞌ. The consolidation 
of a kindergarten vision is the first test of an educational leader. It is not enough that the 
kindergarten leader merely visualises the primary educational goals of the kindergarten. 
This vision must become a reality and the kindergarten leader must be prepared to lead 
the children, parents, teachers and all others involved towards that goal. For this reason, 
some scholars highlight the importance of the process over the ꞌvisionꞌ or outcome itself 
(Goldring, 2008). The process of designing the vision becomes the central element of the 
self-identity and ethos of the kindergarten (Harries, 2004). As such it is a critical aspect 
of leadership for the kindergarten and for the emergence of a curriculum which includes 
critical thinking within it.

This process is not a ꞌone-off eventꞌ, but repeats itself every few years, placing itself 
continually under review and developing in new directions. Therefore, the second primary 
characteristic of kindergarten leadership – from a pedagogical perspective - is the leading 
of others to the construction of and evolution towards a shared vision.

According to the natural pedagogical theories of Montessori (1907: cited in Lillard, 2005) 
and Froebel (1889: cited in Strauch-Nelson, 2012), the third characteristic highlights the 
leaderꞌs ability to use love as a natural method of learning and reinforcement. This aspect 
of natural pedagogical theories is also at the same time a social pedagogical matter and 
also an emotional one involving attachment.

The most famous attachment theories of emotional bonding that support these pedagogical 
theories is contained in the work of John Bowlby (1951, 1959, and 1969), who thought
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love was central to learning and who developed the idea of attachment. He argued that the 
need for attachment was an instinctive biological need, and that mother- love in infancy and 
childhood was vitally important for mental health, behaviour and holistic development. 
This work indicates that security and attachment for children can be asssessed on a range 
of different measures including those identified in Figure 5 below:

Figure 5 : Some of the ways in which securely attached children perform better

(adapted from Macleod–Brudenell and Kay, 2008: 100).

A kindergarten leader should ‘be a person who loves’, i.e. loves children. Children need to 
feel secure in the knowledge that the kindergarten teachers have their best interests at heart 
and care for them (Crawford, 2009). The main components of educational love, in this 
regard, is the message conveyed to the children, their responses to it and the connection 
between the kindergarten leader and her children (Kahn, 2013). The importance of this 
third pedagogical characteristic is of great importance in early childhood education, as 
evidenced by its alignment with Aflatkaꞌs (2007) definition of the educational leader that 
considers love and encouragement the most significant tools for a childꞌs breakthrough, 
providing him/her with motivation to progress and positively reinforcing the child’s self-
image. This love and encouragement therefore reinforces their sense of competence, 
confidence, self-esteem and pride (Aflatka ibid).

In line with those described above, another principle pedagogical characteristic when 
discussing educational leadership is the personal example set by the teacher herself/ 
himself (Scouller, 2011). Some scholars consider this to be the most important pedagogical 
feature. In practice, it is important to note that there is no end to the teacherꞌs responsibility 
for exercising clear judgment, courage, integrity and transparency in decisions and policy.

Securely attached children are superior on a 
range of different measures including:

using symbolic play (Matas, 
Arend and Stroufe, 1978)

persistence when 
solving problems

engaging in successful problem 
solving (Frankel and Bates, 1990)

making friends at school 
(Lyons-Ruth et al, 1997)

social and cognitive 
competence 

(Waters, 1978)
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Personal example is evident also in times of joy and sorrow (Scouller, ibid). In this view, 
the educational kindergarten leader must be present and accessible to children. According 
to this approach, children derive a sense of belonging that enhances their enthusiasm, 
confidence, emotional well-being, learning capacity, communication and problem-solving 
skills.

A summary of the approach to understanding leadership as it is used in this work-based 
project, and the research that was embedded within it, is given below in the text after the 
Table 1.
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Table 1 : Synopsis 1 (Leadership models and pedagogy in the kindergarten: synopsis 
of approaches, theories and outcomes)

Types of leadership Authors/sources Key concepts 
for pedagogy

Data 
and 
place in 
Thesis

Outcomes in research 
and management
of learning

functional and 
transactional

Adair, Colbert, Brown, 
Barker, Kouzes and Posner, 
Avolio, Leithwood, Bennis 
and Torrence.

vital functions of 
leadership for team, 
knowing self, building 
trust, change situation

2.2
2.3

stability, predictability, 
authority,
management, reflexivity

visionary 
transformational 
and charismatic, 
charismatic role model 
for followers

House, et al, Conger and 
Kanungo, Bass and Riggio, 
Mark-Bell, Middlehurst, 
Bensimon
et al, Burns, 
Thoronton, Rodd, Katz-
Kurland

- visibility of leaders
- vision
- motivation for change
- communication
- visionary and 

symbolic aspects

2.3
change, adaptation,
inspiration, vision,
teaching culture
educational change

community leadership 
psychological and 
cultural forces

professional 
development 
leadership

Zuber- Skerritt and Teare, 
Gunter, Livni, Watkins and 
Marsick.

- actions for change
- transformation at 

personal, social and 
professional levels

- outcomes
- personal viability and 

self-development
- children’s performance

2.4

re-define core 
assumptions new 
behaviour and interest 
in the community 
professional 
enhancement free
to choose scholarly 
activity

visionary and 
symbolic
model of leadership

Kagan and Bowman, and, 
Thoronton

- vision
- team culture
- Improve the 

Individuals

2.5 creating change 
innovation vision 
inspiration
leading by example

emotional leadership 
and emotional capital

Crawford, Bourdieu, 
Bowlby, Fuchs and Fuchs, 
Tilly, Kahn, Gardner, 
Bowlby,
Aflatka, Scouller and Bush.

- emotional literacy
- cons tancy in support
- creation of cultural 

and social capital 
with children

- emotional attachment 
and social competence

2.6

attitude changes
long term internalisation
cultural and social 
capital
security attached
influence, values and
vision

Socials and emotional-
pedagogical ꞌleadersꞌ

Dewey, Froebel, 
Montessori, Taylor, Bruner
Katz-Kurland and Bush, 
Goldhirsh and Wagner,  
Strange and Mumford, 
Macleod- Brudenell and
Kay, Goldring and Harries.

- empathy, active 
citizenship, 
developmental
growth, love, influence
and values

2.7

democratic ethos, 
critical thinking, 
responsibilities, 
emotional well-being 
and innovation
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The purpose of the diagram above is to give a conceptual synopsis and rationale for 
leadership characteristics that were central to the WBP and the research that is reported 
on in Chapter 3 and underpins the later analytical findings of Chapter 5. The key point 
here is that differing perspectives on leadership can yield, for the purposes of research and 
analysis, a set of concepts for pedagogical practice in the kindergarten which themselves 
can lead to demonstrable outcomes in learning. There exists clearly a large and varied 
number of approaches to the question of leadership in schools and kindergartens and 
its impact on learning outcomes and whilst this thesis does not attempt to encompass 
them all by any means, it is hoped that the selected approaches to leadership relevant 
to the kindergarten phase of education have yielded a framework for understanding the 
development of critical thinking in this phase. Table 1 Synopsis 1 above, attempts to 
cluster this variety within 6 ꞌtypesꞌ which are generic but not of course comprehensive.

2.8 Summary of leadership themes

The typologies of leadership indicated at Table 1 are a schema which cannot claim an over-
arching comprehensive account of this academic and professional arena but it can claim 
relevance to the theme of the thesis, which is about leadership within the kindergarten in 
Arab Palestinian contexts and its contribution to an evolving need for critical thinking. 
The review of literature and models of educational leadership contributes to the research 
question and strategy in the following ways. First, the importance of school leadership 
and management in the kindergarten has been highlighted and the question of leadership 
effectiveness for curriculum change has been given attention and justification in the 
thesis. Second, the consideration of leadership types allows a range of key concepts to be 
identified and these key concepts are relevant to the evolving pedagogy of the kindergarten. 
This is shown in Table 1 Synopsis 1, where leadership models generate concepts and 
potential themes for research and action and outcomes. Third, the analysis of relevant 
literature contributes to the research questions by indicating a conceptual framework and 
sets of concepts which link leadership with ideas and practices covering 4 key themes 
concerning:

• the management of learning
• the management of the kindergarten environment
• the development of cognitive capacities, emotional and personal responsibility aspects 

of the childꞌs growth and experience
• the management and development of the cultural and community context, including 

that of parents and family.

In addition, leadership considerations enabled the thesis and its research components to 
develop ideas and practices around the management of a ꞌvisionꞌ for the kindergarten and 
for co-ordinating the disparate elements of the kindergarten environment. These included 
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the notions of creating trust and confidence and even ꞌloveꞌ with children and parents.

Finally, the leader/ researcher was able to be perceived as a central and authoritative figure within 
the kindergarten partnership, especially by staff and parents who were key stake-holders.

In searching for answers to the question of how does leadership in the kindergarten 
contribute to the research question concerning the role of leadership in encouraging critical 
thinking, the project considered evidence of leadership ꞌtypesꞌ. It hoped to demonstrate 
the relevance of such types as potential models for the practitioner who was required to 
develop appropriate pedagogies, manage learning processes and deliver learning outcomes 
for the children and parents themselves. Effective educational leadership and management 
of schools has increased in importance and there has been much research conducted into 
the effectiveness of school leadership and its impact on childrenꞌs performance. This has 
involved curriculum choice, though Gunter (2012) appeared to show recently that many 
teachers in the UK, for example, are not so free to choose their own forms of leadership or 
scholarly activity. The Palestinian kindergarten at the heart of this study was an institution 
that allowed its leaders to innovate and they were able to use dimensions of leadership 
that included what Bush (2011: 5), referred to as ‘influence, values and vision’. Most 
leaders try to influence individuals or groups in order to achieve a desired outcome. The 
concept of values infused the kindergarten work and characterised the leaderꞌs sense of 
self-awareness and personal values. This was allied to a sense of moral and communal 
values, which was able to recognise emotional factors and capabilities in the learning 
processes. The models of leadership approaches or types, summarised at Table 1 Synopsis 
1 was an attempt to portray a range of relevant characteristics, which could be tested in 
practice against the objectives of the project.

There is another factor, which is worth noting and this concerns the idea of distributed 
leadership, where leadership is not the sole responsibility of one leader and instead recognises 
the influence of various sources of leadership capability (Torrence, 2013). The kindergarten 
leadership attempted and recorded the need to have teachers and parents develop their own 
reflexive ability to change situations and learning practice with the children. Hargreaves 
and Fullan (2012), have developed this idea of teachers developing their own ꞌprofessional 
capitalꞌ so that with the children they can adapt and lead educational changes through 
developing themselves. Again the project in the kindergarten and its community attempted 
to apply and use these ideas and concepts (Bush, 2011; Gunter, 2012).

2.9 Critical thinking in the Palestinian kindergarten

The purpose of this section is to present the main theoretical assumptions concerning 
critical thinking in early childhood education in order to describe the environment in 
which the proposed educational leadership model is implemented. First, I consider 
definitions of critical thinking in general and then more deeply in terms of the context of 
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the kindergarten within a Palestinian community. I then examine different approaches to 
analysing and developing critical thinking in different fields including ideas of teaching 
critical thinking. At the end of this section, I examine the ꞌenvironmentalꞌ variables 
necessary for the successful teaching of critical thinking.

Definitions of critical thinking

Critical thinking is well established in the literature as one of the thought processes 
harnessed by all effective educational leaders (ISLLC, 2008; Fisher, 2007 cited in 
Friedman and Fisher, 2009). The critical thinker is one who tends to design, repair and 
modify beliefs in light of cogent arguments and one who can understand, accept and 
attempt to reconcile at least two strong and opposing views on the same subject (Darmoni 
and Levy, 2007).

The study of critical thinking in various domains has helped to shape its definition in the 
context of education and to some extent, early childhood education. For example, in the 
area of developmental psychology and science education, critical thinking is defined as 
a mental activity that creates meaning in order to process information and achieve oneꞌs 
aims. Astington (1993), expands on this definition and posits further that critical thinking 
is a thought process whose result is an appraisal of the products of different reasoning in 
the form of arguments, ideas, expertise and more. From the philosophical perspective, 
Lipmanꞌs (1991), definition has prevailed and served as one of the foundations for the 
study of critical thinking in society. Lipman defines critical thinking as skilful, responsible 
thinking that facilities good judgement because it is self- correcting and is sensitive to 
context (see Lipman, cited in Harpaz, 1996).

Scholars universally assert that proper teaching methods can improve childrenꞌs acquisition 
of critical thinking skills, as well as their ability to use them more efficiently and critically 
(Branco Weiss Institute, 2003; Dewey, 1993; Taylor and francis, 2007; Montessori, 1907: 
cited in Lillard, 1998 and Froebel, 1889: cited in Strauch-Nelson, 2012).

These scholars draw upon insights from the practical and theoretical aspects of the nature, 
instruction and assessment of critical thinking as a reflective activity in their research and 
scholarship. In this regard, critical thinking is characterized similarly, in the context of 
educational institutions and instruction. Here, critical thinking is envisaged as a rational 
and practical activity, centreing on decisions as to what one should believe and do in 
complex situations. Educational leaders are in a position to facilitate creative activities 
that foster the formulation of new ideas, and that suggest alternative ways of seeing a 
problem. This is achieved by asking questions, suggesting possible solutions and research 
programs, offering deeper and more expansive analyses of critical thinking and therefore 
facilitating more critical definitions based on their context (Paul, 2008; Ennis, 1996).

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


40

Accordingly, Ennis (ibid) argues that thinking is rational and critical when the thinker seeks 
to analyse the arguments carefully, find valid evidence and comes to basic conclusions. 
He likewise views the goals of teachers of critical thinking to be to develop people who 
are fair, objective and committed to clarity and accuracy. Although in that study – and 
many others like it – he references older children and adults, this conceptual approach, it 
will be argued, can also be applied to younger children.

Critical thinking in the context of kindergarten

When one reviews the available literature on critical thinking in education, particularly in 
Hebrew and Arabic, it quickly becomes apparent that there is a major gap in the literature 
that supports the improvement of critical thinking in the context of kindergarten and the 
Palestinian kindergarten in particular. Due to the nature of this gap, I reference older 
scholars that operate outside of the realm of the Middle East and this specific age group 
(Santrock, 2004; Dewey, 1993; Taylor and Francis, 2007; Ennis, 1996; Donaldson, 1983; 
Astington, 1993; Woolley and Wellman, 1994 and Zuber-Skerrit and Teare, 2013). It is 
important for the purposes of this thesis to note that many of these scholars describe 
indicators of critical thinking that can be analysed in the context of kindergarten and in 
children aged 3-5, though that may indeed not have been their primary intention.

Santrock (2004), for example, posits that children younger than five years of age ask 
many questions and show curiosity. Using art education, he demonstrated that targeted 
activities could contribute to childrenꞌs critical literacy through questioning. In this way 
he claimed that art develops childrenꞌs minds in powerful ways and helps them to ask 
critical questions and foster understanding in all subjects. Therefore, when children 
learn how to look critically at images, they transfer critical thinking and problem 
solving skills to all areas of their education. Donaldson (1983), similarly found that 
children were capable of deductive reasoning and were sensitive to the context of 
targeted tasks in formulating new ideas and conclusions. Although in his research he 
found that children were not fully able to use deductive reasoning where appropriate, 
the results suggest that 4-5year-olds are at a stage in which they can begin to acquire 
information and selectively apply critical thinking under certain conditions. Woolley 
and Wellman (1994), found evidence to support the proposition that children are able to 
appreciate perspectives other than their own. Therefore, they are able to take on othersꞌ 
perspectives through increasingly sophisticated simulation processes, i.e. by imagining 
themselves in another personꞌs place. This idea is particularly salient to the literature on 
educational leadership and the role of the teacher in the classroom in developing critical 
thinking skills. Astingtonꞌs (1993) work builds on this idea, suggesting that children are 
able to develop theories of mind that can be used to explain their experience and the 
behaviour of both themselves and others through these ‘simulations’.
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With regard to specific teaching activities, Brownꞌs work (1975; 1978) (cited in Brown, 
2002), in this area is particularly instrumental in capturing the state of the field of critical 
thinking research. Brown states that children are able to “think about what they have 
been thinking”- also called metacognition. Brownꞌs findings show that children are able 
to assess their readiness to be tested on recall of simple materials, such as pictures of 
common objects. This work slowly evolved into research on the role of metacognition in 
studying academic materials and comprehending prose, a major cornerstone of critical 
thinking research today.

These findings signify that the seeds of engagement in critical thinking are already within 
children from a young age. Dewey (1993) (see Taylor and Francis, 2007), argues that 
young children can and should be encouraged to engage in reflective thinking (which he 
views, I believe, in our terms, as a form of critical thinking), and that this engagement 
is necessary to encourage the freedom to express one’s opinion. Therefore, early in life, 
children should receive guidance and encouragement so that the development of critical 
thinking can be assured (Suleeman, 2008). The basic proposition that emerges from these 
arguments is that the early promotion of critical thinking is necessary before children 
begin to develop negative habits that may impede critical thinking later in life.

Unfortunately, the development of critical thinking in kindergarten is not an obvious task 
for kindergarten teachers. Many kindergarten teachers do not have the tools to envision, 
implement and manage an environment that encourages critical thinking and they find it 
difficult to offer personal examples of critical engagement or thinking (Goldhirsh, 2004). 
Another obstacle in this regard is that critical thinking often results in what can be seen 
as ꞌunderminingꞌ the teacher or raising doubt. Many kindergarten teachers fear that this 
potential undermining and scepticism will be directed towards them personally as experts 
in the field, or as a challenge to their authority, and therefore refrain from introducing 
topics that are conducive to this behaviour (Ennis, 1996).

For some of these reasons it might be considered unusual for the idea of critical thinking 
to be applied to kindergarten schooling. Most young children are thought to be unable to 
control their own lives and their very young age is thought to determine their dependency on 
older persons, whether adults or older children. Yet there is a sense in which all progressive 
educators can be said to be teaching others to make up their own minds and to take control 
of their own lives. This raises the question of how can a kindergarten child take control of 
her/his own life? Many if not most decisions affecting the course of a young life are taken by 
parents and families. The area of choice for the child itself is very limited, it might be argued. 
Yet the child is a thinking and choosing being; it has an identity that is not just given to it but 
has to be created and sustained. This identity has to be reflexive and it involves an encounter 
between the child and the wider world. Following Jenkinsꞌ (2004: 55-56), arguments we 
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can say that the identity and even personality of the child and creation of the ꞌselfꞌ is at 
least partly as a result of the infant having ꞌagencyꞌ and a pre-disposition to learn. “Much 
recent developmental psychology seems to see no paradox in a vision of active-infants-
in-their-own-right who require the work of others to realise their potential” (Jenkins, ibid: 
56). This insight, it is suggested, is at the centre of the idea of critical thinking developed 
in my work- based project. The child is viewed as an active and potentially creative agent 
but within the Palestinian kindergarten context there was also a need for the “work of 
others” to be developed. This work had not been done and suggested an agenda for the 
work of teacher innovators in curriculum development and in how the management and 
involvement of parents in relation to the kindergarten was to be achieved.

Following this argument, it could be said that recognising the existence and capacity of 
others is an element of critical thinking which is entirely appropriate to the kindergarten 
ages. This capacity must be acquired and routinised in this period. Concern about others 
develops into learning about who she/he is and her place in the world of others. Jenkins 
refers to the work of Dunn (1988), who suggests that self-efficacy develops early in the 
life of a child, alongside a concern about and with others. These were the developmental 
concerns, which underpinned the idea of critical thinking for kindergarten children in this 
thesis. To some degree, these concerns are generic to the life and development of all young 
children but my concern was to explore them in my own experience and community and 
assess them using the knowledge I had acquired as a teaching professional and member 
of my community.

At the heart of these learning processes is the growth of a cognitive and social being; the 
child who relates in personal and emotional ways to her/his world of others. Doing this 
successfully over a sustained period is essential to the act of learning and the kindergarten 
phase is crucial to this. This is the context in which attachment and mutual recognition 
takes place and in which language is acquired. This is the reason why this thesis has 
engaged with theorists and researchers such as Beit Marom (2009); Bowlby (1951 and 
1969), Holmes (1998), Vygotsky (2004) and particularly with Jenkins (2004: 56), who 
argues that the cognitive and emotional contexts are intrinsic to the social construction 
of processes of identification. Children develop self-efficacy early in life, he argues, and 
“From at least as early as eighteen months, children exhibit an understanding of the world 
of self and others as a moral world in which actions have consequences; from about three 
years old they begin to show signs of interest in and understanding of minds, of their own 
mental states and those of others”. These are then stages and behaviour we can recognise 
as part of childhood in the kindergarten years and which help shape and organise the 
processes and experiences we have described as ‘critical thinkingꞌ. This general sequence 
involves, according to Jenkins (ibid: 57-58), a human pattern for the emergence of identity 
in childhood which is the basis for the cognitive, emotional and personal viability and of the 
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cultural events and experiences which shape and define ‘critical thinkingꞌ in kindergarten 
children. This thesis suggests that these four fundamental categories or themes should be 
seen as key factors which are at the core of the work-based project, which itself generated 
the research phase and findings. These key factors form a critical framework of concepts 
and ideas for the outworkings of the thesis. A summary of these themes and the associated 
concepts which informed the work-based project and subsequent researched phases 
reported in this thesis can be seen at Table 2 Synopsis 2.

The general sequence of development suggested by Jenkins involves individualised 
attachments to mothers and caretakers by seven to nine months of age; from twelve 
months onwards the categorisation and naming of things and persons occurs; by two, 
basic conversation happens; between two and four the child carries out everyday 
representations with others in the abstract and in play; understandings of others and self-
expand, and the childꞌs narratives increase in its community; self-identification of and 
with other persons then takes place through observation, differentiation, imitation and 
affiliation. By middle childhood, from five to six years, the child begins to have some 
moral responsibility for her actions and begins to understand social statuses and roles. 
These are the general processes we can observe in the kindergarten phases and they are 
a framework for the identification and classification of the specific indicators of critical 
thinking in the kindergarten. A detailed and generalised chronology and definition of 
critical thinking skills for children at the kindergarten age, however, is not possible. This 
is because there can be no one-to one correspondence between a culturally and socially 
determined sequence of experiences and a set of ꞌskillsꞌ to do with critical thinking. As 
Jenkins states …

“… children and childhood are experienced and understood 
differently in different places and times, and … children should be 
understood and approached by researchers, as active contributors 
to and makers of the human world of which they are membersꞌ’

(Jenkins, ibid: 58).

What is identified in the project and the research in this thesis is a set of experiences 
and capabilities, which suggest the growth of efficacy and capacity in kindergarten 
children. These attributes are about humaneness and selfhood in the child and they 
involve cognitive and emotional development within a specific cultural milieu. This 
culture is of course also about a specific form of group and ethnic formation; Palestinian 
Arab communities within an Israeli state formation. In this very specific context critical 
thinking takes on additional resonances when we consider that childhood is socially 
constructed, relational and capable of influencing the next and successive generations. 
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Critical thinking may therefore, be a means of progressive change and progress or at 
least a germinating idea, which can come to fruition in the future.

What must be explored and researched in its contexts is therefore not a pre-determined set 
or list of capacities and attributes that we could definitively label ꞌcritical thinking skillsꞌ 
but rather a set of potentialities and possibilities which the growing child has. No simple 
list of critical thinking skills or facts can be set down and tested against a uniform check 
list or pre-formulated activity programme. What can be done is to explore and record 
the creative possibilities and processes as they take place in a context of interaction and 
enquiry. This interaction is complex and in movement; it charts the actual lived experience 
of children, their teachers, their families and important aspects of their community.

The generative capacity of this approach to critical thinking can be seen in the scope 
and reach of the four key themes mentioned above -which indicate an extensive set of 
concepts and ideas that enable us to understand childrenꞌs capacities. In its portrayal of 
models and sources for critical thinking, Table 2 Synopsis 2 (sources and models for 
critical thinking) (see page 54) attempts to break down into single items and to list the 
processes and indicators of such thinking. Whilst this is not a comprehensive list of 
critical thinking skills, it is a more ꞌgranularꞌ portrayal of the attributes we can associate 
with critical thinking for kindergarten children.

Critical thinking in the Palestinian kindergarten

The main sociological and psychological context and locus of the current thesis is the 
Palestinian kindergarten. Palestinian society has unique attributes and characteristics and 
it can be described as being a society in transition between traditional ways and beliefs 
and modernity. This journey is by no means a finished one, however, and its development 
is perhaps best described as ꞌcontested’. Nevertheless, whilst maintaining this vein of 
thinking Palestinian society can be identified with several main social values (Lichbach 
and Zuckerman, 2009; Dwairy, 2006 and Said, 1978).

The first and most important one is family solidarity. As in most largely rural cultures, 
the family is the most important unit in Palestinian society. The Palestinians’ political 
experience and reality have served to further strengthen family ties. With no real 
government-sponsored social safety net, and with the lack of a functioning economy or 
enough independent government institutions or even enough banks to provide home or 
student loans, Palestinians have had to rely on family and neighbours to fill the gaps. The 
family serves as the primary source of identity and extended families tend to live together 
in compounds or villas divided into apartments for all male sons and their families.

Family identification and solidarity can be seen as the one traditional structure to have 
survived the Nakba (the disastrous dispersal of Palestinians which resulted from the 
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creation of the State of Israel in 1948 and the resultant wars and civil strife). Even in refugee 
camps, far from their villages or towns of origins, Palestinians continue to live, work 
and socialize within the confines of the family. Many men from the Occupied Territories 
or refugee camps in neighboring Arab countries often leave behind wives and young 
children to work in the oil-rich Gulf States. They send money home to support the 
extended family. In addition, these extended families pool their resources and provide for 
each other when money is needed for medical reasons or for college expenses. Palestinian 
children are raised with a keen sense of responsibility to family members. Older parents 
and grandparents rely on the financial support and care of their children and grandchildren. 
Though this responsibility usually lies with the eldest son, it can typically be borne by 
those who are most financially able or by the family as a whole (Dwairy, 2011).

Another important feature of Palestinian society is hospitality. Palestinians place a high 
premium on generosity and hospitality, as does Arab culture in general. Palestinian 
homes are always ready to receive an unannounced guest with food, sweets and Arabic 
or Turkish coffee. Visits with family and neighbours are commonplace, often occurring 
once or twice a week.

Finally, it is important to note that Palestinian culture dedicates an important place for 
honour. As in other traditional societies, a family’s honour is often reflected in the virtue 
of its women. Modesty and chastity among women are key values. However, this notion 
has changed over time. Education, highly valued in Palestinian society for both men and 
women, brings honor to a family. Connection with the land, a prized and diminishing 
resource, is another source of honor. Steadfastness and service to the people and the 
cause of Palestine are perhaps the greatest source of family honor today (Lichbach and 
Zuckerman, 2009; Dwairy, 2006).

All these values are deeply rooted in the Palestinian education system and in family and 
social structures. Their impact on behaviour and feeling or sentiment begins at the very 
early ages, even in kindergarten. Therefore, it is essential to understand how pedagogical 
leadership could assist in creating a more ꞌcritical thinkingꞌ reality and a set of practices in 
the context of these traditional values.

2.10 Perspectives and theories on critical thinking

The importance of childhood is hardly contested by anyone today. Childhood is socially 
constructed and as Jenkins has stated “…childhood and adulthood depend on each 
other for their meaning” (ibid: 59). We can only make sense out of the adult world if 
we understand what happens in the world of childhood. Personal identity and social 
identity are intertwined. Group and societal membership is part of a social structure and 
individuals change their definitions of themselves and can bring into being changes in 
human collective life. All of these processes require a thinking and motivated human
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being, successfully adjusted to the challenges of everyday life. They require people to be 
able to take some control over their own lives and they require what we now call reflexive 
self-identity. All of this is not simply given. It has to be learned and taught and individuals 
learn by engaging in what Jurgen Habermas called instrumental, interpretive and critical 
learning (Habermas, 1972). Such learning begins in the kindergarten age.

This thesis explores how this learning takes place in its setting in a Palestinian community. 
It focusses on young children, their teachers and their parents as key actors in the 
generation of independent thinking and being. The overall intention is to generate the 
ability for children to think for themselves; it means not letting others make up our minds 
for us as Michael Newman states in his book about the importance of choice and rational 
discourse in justifying our own moralities (Newman, 2006: 9). Critical thinking then is 
not a neutral activity; it is about social justice and fairness. For the Palestinian community 
in which this study took place, critical thinking for its children is one of the means to a 
better future. Personal and collective change requires thinking people who as children 
are taught and learn to face an uncertain future. This rational and chosen future cannot be 
learned by rote. It must be shaped and learned through critical thinking. Critical thinking 
is not just one on a list of higher order competencies; it is not a product. It is a way of 
saying that our past must give way to new ways of seeing and experiencing our individual 
and social identity.

Having established a conceptual and progressive locus for critical thinking in the thinking 
and autonomous child, attention must now turn to an examination of some of the most 
influential perspectives on the teaching of critical thinking.

Bloomꞌs taxonomy

Bloomꞌs Taxonomy is the primary method that is often used in the development of 
lesson plans for the development of what can be termed critical thinking activities in the 
sphere of cognition. It contains six developmental and cognitive categories: knowledge, 
comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. The first step in the 
taxonomy focuses on knowledge acquisition.
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Figure 6 : Bloomꞌs taxonomy

http://bloomstaxonomyaet541.blogspot.co.il)

Knowledge:  according to Bloom, knowledge is gained through the behaviours or distinct 
situations that emphasize the memory of ideas, materials or phenomena. This can include: 
knowledge of details, terminologies, and of specific facts; knowledge of ways and means 
to treat specific knowledge; consensual knowledge, knowledge of sequences and trends; 
knowledge of classifications and categories; criteria, methodology, abstraction in a given 
area; principles and generalizations, theory and structures.

Comprehension: references the lowest level of understanding. Here, the child knows what 
is said and can use the material or idea submitted to him without necessarily referring to 
other material. The material can be transmitted orally or in writing, verbally, symbolically or 
concretely. His or her understanding is divided into three levels: translation, interpretation 
and extrapolation.

Application: occurs when one uses rules learned in the past in certain situations, which 
are different from situations familiar to the person from his previous experiences.

Analysis: is the breaking of the unit of learning material into its constituent parts and 
understanding the relationship between these parts. The purpose of such an analysis is 
to clarify the material and its foundation and to determine its method of organization. 
The child will learn to distinguish between facts and hypotheses, to identify conclusions 
and proofs, to distinguish between relevant and irrelevant material, to pay attention to 
the relationships between the ideas in the matter and to understand what the specific 
assumptions in the text are.

Synthesis: is the combination of elements and parts in order to form completeness; the 
process of combining parts and assembling them into a model and structure that did not 
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exist before. Synthesis includes creating a unique method of transmission, creating a 
program or suggestions, creating action plans and disseminating the abstract relationships.

Evaluation: is judgement with regard to the value of ideas, facts, solutions, methods 
and similar, for a certain purpose. It involves using criteria and open standards for the 
evaluations, the determination of their accuracy, effectiveness and usability. Evaluation 
also includes judgment in terms of internal evidence and judgment according to external 
criteria.

Lesson plans that leverage this information are able to both develop schemes of learning 
that build in their complexity, but also evaluate the critical thinking of the children that 
follow them, as each level is increasingly complex and childrenꞌs ability to operate within 
each of these realms is indicative of their critical thinking capacity.

De Bonoꞌs ‘hats’ theory

This is the second major theory that can be applied in the context of educational systems 
and was developed by E. de Bono in his book, ‘Parallel Thinking’ (1994). This theory, it 
can be argued, coordinates all the elements of thinking and places them in parallel next 
to each other, rather than as a hierarchy. The main point of his theory lies in putting ideas 
side-by- side in order to reach a true investigation of the subject. De Bono believes critical 
thinking can be learned through a curriculum, which is not constrained by traditional 
subjects and emphasizes the teaching of skillful thinking, especially in relation to practical 
decision- making (De Bono, 1998).

Figure 7 : E. De Bonoꞌs hats

(http://www.skypeenglishclasses.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/01/090202a.gif)
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In this theory, de Bonoꞌs ‘thinking hats’ make use of all areas of intellect through ‘parallel 
thinking’. Parallel thinking forces one to think creatively and not just contrary to the 
ideas of others. De Bono outlines a simple method for evaluating each element that can 
activate critical thinking. It is the division into six separate areas of thinking that together 
constitute his concept of ‘ultra-thinking’. De Bonoꞌs ideas are based on the principle of 
efficiency of reasoning. This concept defines the practice of a particular type of thinking 
as wearing a hat of many colours. In his book he attempts to define all thinking – its nature 
and its contribution to the overall thought process. The concept of the ꞌsix thinking hatsꞌ 
thus, allows us to control our thinking.

The six hats method is comprised of:
• white hat: indicates known facts and information
• red hat: indicates feelings, intuitions and subjective feelings
• black hat: indicates criticality based on logic and evidence of how it may be possible 

to do things differently
• yellow hat: indicates the logical positive outlook, preferences and advantages with 

logical support
• green hat: indicates creative effort and the search for alternatives and new ideas
• blue hat: indicates the management of the thinking process. This hat is the leader and 

could be perhaps called the metacognitive level of de Bonoꞌs scheme.

Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner

The third approach considered here derives from the work of Vygotsky (1978 and 1986), 
Piaget (1954 and 2001) and Bruner (1983). Their theories address how guidance and 
assistance from a leadership model – teachers or parents within the immediate environment 
help children to advance their modes of learning. Piaget viewed children as having the 
capacity to act on the world so that they can discover how to control it (Suleeman, 2008). 
Through involvement with physical and social objects, a child actively constructs his or 
her knowledge of the world so that it becomes more in tune with reality; from this, the 
child’s understanding develops, which in turn, contributes to the child’s cognition. The 
child’s construction of understanding and cognition starts from an internally organized 
structure that over time, with more experiences, becomes more and more differentiated.

For Piaget, experiences are important as they present opportunities for the child to 
continue making sense of the world, and this is done through manipulations of actions and 
in relation to concrete, practical problems. Internalized mental actions start to substitute 
for or represent physical actions; actions are internalized to form thought. However, the 
position or state of a child’s knowledge construction depends on his or her readiness for 
change: children have to be active and constructive in order to develop their understanding 
of the world. Thought develops structurally through stages that are universal and ordered 
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sequentially. Piaget (2001) claims that the nature of development from one stage to a 
more advanced stage is made possible by the child’s readiness, which depends on both 
maturational and environmental experiences. Altogether he asserts there are four stages, 
to be considered: sensory – motor, pre – operational, concrete – operational and formal, 
and each comes within an approximate age period with its underlying mental structure. 
The structure of children’s thinking at each stage is distinctive and is the same for all 
children at the stage while different from other children and adults at other stages. Thus, 
the child starts with learning something concrete, real and practical, and from here he or 
she gradually deals with more abstract concepts and ideas. For Piaget the environment 
and education have to provide opportunities, so that the child can discover and construct 
its thought and mind processes. The child can ask any question about what is read, heard 
or viewed; the child is given activities that involve reasoning, elaboration and problem-
solving; the child is encouraged to think, to engage in decision making, to elaborate his or 
her ideas and to construct insights that suggest possibilities for action. Piaget sees young 
children as being incapable of seeing the world as adults do. Young children can only 
be successfully taught if they have the necessary mental operations, but understanding 
is constructed by the child through the child’s own, self – selected, problem solving, not 
through any direct effort of teachers.

In contrast Vygotsky (1986), did not view individual psychology or human cognition 
as socially determined. He proposed that cognitive development is socially constructed. 
In other words, individual psychological functioning is an emergent property of the 
sociocultural experiences of the human person. During social interaction that supports 
cognitive development, the child participates in and learns ways of thinking and acting 
that were not previously available to her or him. The cognitive growth that emerges is 
initially intermetal - it occurs between two or more individuals. Following the interaction, 
if the child’s thinking and understanding change to resemble what occurred during the 
interaction, the resulting cognitive change or development is instrumental or psychological. 
In this form of learning, it is argued that the child’s own capabilities, interests, and goals 
contribute to the process. Vygotsky considers cognitive development as a process of 
qualitative change. He focuses on changes that occur when elementary mental functions, 
such as involuntary memory, are transformed into higher mental functions. For Vygotsky, 
higher mental functions are the result of the transformation of basic cognitive abilities 
into mental processes that are capable, with the aid of mediational means, of devising and 
carrying out conscious, goal-directed actions. To this end, he concentrated on changes 
in the mediational means that an individual use to understand and act upon the world. 
Social phenomena are instrumental in this process and Vygotsky was interested in a range 
of mediational means, both symbolic and material, including language, mathematics, 
mnemonic devices, artistic symbols and literacy.
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Similarly, Vygotsky (1978) proposes that cognitive development is a product of oneꞌs 
social and cultural experience. He sees social interaction, in particular, as a critical 
force in intellectual development. By interacting with others, children gradually learn to 
function intellectually as individuals. Vygotsky defines the sociocultural environment of 
cognitive development broadly, including social interaction, the values and practices of 
oneꞌs culture, and the tools and symbols, including language that people use to support 
and extend thinking. Through these mechanisms, Vygotsky claims that children learn 
through relevant experiences provided in their culture and young children’s involvement 
with these elements in their surrounding environment is therefore critical to their growth 
of cognitive capacities.

The framework which enables the child to progress cognitively is called ‘scaffolding’ 
by Jerome Bruner, a pioneer in childhood learning (Bruner, 1983). The teacher or adult, 
as described in the research findings in Chapters 4 and 5, provides the child with help 
through demonstrations, explanations, questioning and corrections (see, for example, the 
stories of the earthworm and puddles in Chapter 4). The child moves from the lower limit 
of knowledge to a higher level through this process. Language and communication are 
key parts of the learning process, including language in play. In fact Bruner argues that 
“The main characteristic of play … is not its content, but its mode. Play is an approach 
to action, not a form of activity”. (Bruner, in Moyles, 1989; see also Macleod-Brudenell 
and Kay, ibid: 192). We can see here the significance of what I have adopted as an action-
learning approach. In the ‘playing’ stories of this thesis I intend to illustrate how the 
research showed children learn to develop as individuals, as members of their community 
and how they exercise choice over their actions as ‘critical thinkers’ at their own level.

Eriksonꞌs view of critical thinking

Noted scholars have pointed to many dimensions of critical thinking that emerge in 
different contexts, particularly in educational settings. A major contributor to these issues 
and themes is Erik Erikson, who proposed a lifespan model of development, taking in 
five stages up to the age of 18 years and three further stages beyond, well into adulthood. 
Erikson suggests that there is still plenty of room for continued growth and development 
throughout oneꞌs life. Erikson puts a great deal of emphasis on the adolescent period, 
feeling it was a crucial stage for developing a personꞌs identity. According to Erikson, 
for example, (Kohlberg, 1973), children in preschool exhibit the early stages of critical 
thinking in a stage he calls ‘initiative versus guilt’. Eriksonꞌs (1993), theory of psychosocial 
development has eight distinct stages and he assumes that a crisis occurs at each stage of 
development. For Erikson, these crises are of a psychosocial nature because they involve 
the psychological needs of the individual conflicting with the needs of society (i.e. social 
needs and requirements). According to the theory, successful completion of each stage 
results in a healthy personality and the acquisition of basic virtues. Basic virtues are 
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characteristic strengths, which the ego can use to resolve subsequent crises. Failure to 
successfully complete a stage can result in a reduced ability to complete further stages 
and therefore a more unhealthy personality and sense of self can emerge. These stages, 
however, can be resolved successfully later. Such an approach I would argue has a high 
degree of compatibility with the notion of critical thinking by young children which has 
been outlined so far in this thesis.

An example of this approach might be where ꞌinitiativeꞌ is considered to be a positive 
response to the world’s challenges, characterized by taking on responsibilities, learning 
new skills and feeling purposeful. In this stage, children begin to plan activities, make up 
games, and initiate activities with others. If given this opportunity, they develop a sense 
of initiative and feel secure in their ability to lead others and make decisions. In this way, 
the childꞌs social world is expanded and he/she becomes more interested in other children. 
This enables them to develop self-awareness (Bingham and Stryker, 1995) as a positive 
social and psychological attribute. Such an approach I would argue has a high degree 
of compatibility with the notion of critical thinking by young children which has been 
outlined so far in this thesis.

Principles of education for teaching critical thinking

Having considered some of the key insights of childhood development which may be said 
to underpin thinking about critical thinking in younger learners we must turn to the matter 
of teaching such attributes. Educational theorists point to a number of principles necessary 
for the teaching of critical thinking (Benham (1995); Michelle (2008); Ennis, 1996; 
Darmoni and Levy, 2007). These principles appear to align well with the predominant 
definitions and theories of the field and include:
• encouragement: scholars emphasize the necessity of enabling children to ask 

challenging and critical questions. Examples include questions based on a text; 
an evaluation of oneꞌs point of view to make a specific claim; an examination of 
contradictory claims; and an analysis of other, more reliable information

• fostering necessary abilities for critical thinking: this includes the ability to analyse 
arguments, the ability to provide justification or support for a statement, the ability 
to ask questions, the ability to design and implement in accordance with previous 
processes and the ability to assess the reliability of information sources and accuracy 
of an observation. For teachers this requires creating teaching materials that develop 
these tools in a variety of learning areas (Benham (1995) and Michelle (2008))

• presenting a variety of opinions: this includes reading literature and history from 
different angles, inviting guests with diverse views, and encouraging critical discourse 
around a topic or article

• social interactions that enable cognitive growth: there is an entire branch of cognitive 
theory devoted to social learning. 
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These scholars focus on the ways in which people learn through observation. By seeing 
someone model a task, succeed or fail during an attempt, and get rewarded or punished for 
a behaviour, learners make decisions about what they will do - and how to do it. Teachers 
should then provide modelling in both academic and social situations. One effective 
strategy is ꞌthinking aloud ꞌwhere the teacher talks about his or her thought-processes 
when demonstrating a skill requiring decision-making. This allows students a window 
into the types of questions they should ask themselves when pursuing the same task. It is 
important to note that from the constructivist perspective, students should also have many 
opportunities to share or engage with Piagetꞌs framework for cognitive development and 
stage phase theory. Piaget (1954) is often credited with opening the door to studies of 
modern cognitive development. His multi-faceted research in developmental psychology 
and genetic epistemology (1972) (the study of the formation and meaning of knowledge) 
was driven by his curiosity about how knowledge grows and develops in the human 
mind. His fundamental proposition, that the growth of knowledge is a progressive pattern 
of increasingly sophisticated stages of mental faculty, continues to serve as a keystone 
of cognitive development theory (Brudenell and Kay, 2008: 134-142; Bjorkland, 2000). 
The following diagram attempts to outline and summarise the contributions to critical 
thinking provided by a selection of seminal thinkers which can be utilised in the study of 
kindergarten children within the scope of this study.
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Table 2 : Synopsis 2 (Sources and models for critical thinking)

Key Themes author/
source

key concepts 
and childrenꞌs 
capacities

childrenꞌs learning 
process and 
experiences

outcomes of critical 
thinking and 
childrenꞌs capacities

Constructivist 
approaches

Cognitive and 
skills dimensions

Socio-
cognitive and 
socio-cultural 
approaches

Piaget

- children act on 
the world

- internalised 
mental world

- stages of 
development

- constructivism 
approach schemata

- developmental 
adaption

- maturation
- assimilation
- accommodation
- equilibration
-on-going problems 

and experience
- arriving at solutions

- problem-solving
- performance and 

identification
- competencies 

and capacities
- multi-tasking
- distributed cognition 

and skills
- metacognition

Vygotsky

Bruner

- social construction 
of individual 
psychologies

- mediation(s), 
material/symbolic 

- scaffolding
- language and  

communications

- linguistic mediation
- verbalising 

knowledge

- modelling for 
the child

- guided discovery 

- transmedia navigation
- networking 
- context and cognition 

inseparable
- speech as verbal 

reasoning

Dewey, Montessori, 
Froebel, Brown, 
Jenkins, Paul, Ennis, 
Bowlby

- love, empathy, 
feeling, belonging

- creativity
- attachment
- metacognition
-identity formation

- play
- presenting 

arguments

- play
- performance
- tolerance
- participation
- judgement
- engagement

De Bono - 6 ꞌhatsꞌ –facts, 
feelings, logic, 
positivism, 
creativity, thinking 
processes

- problem solving
- decision making
- research
- understanding data
- asking questions
- critical approach

- democratic ethos 
and engagement,

- critical awareness,
- self-development,
- reflective thinking
- deductive reasoning

Thoronton

- Vision
- communication

- set goals and 
objectives

- self-identity and ethos 
of the kindergarten

- critical aspect

Bloomꞌs
Taxonomy

- knowledge
- comprehension
- application
- analysis
- synthesis
- evaluation

- behaviour(s)
- classifications
- abstractions

- task performance
- judgement
- understanding prose 

and information
- clarity and accurancy

Erikson
planning activities, 
make up games, 
initiate
activities with others

develop a sense of
initiative, feel
secure in their ability 
to lead others, make 
decisions

develop
self-awareness, as a 
positive social and 
psychological attribute
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Key Themes
author/
source

key concepts and
childrenꞌs 
capacities

childrenꞌs learning 
process and 
experiences

outcomes of critical 
thinking and 
childrenꞌs capacities

Cultural and 
environmental 
factors

Dwairy, 
Suleeman

- identities and culture
- guidance
- encouragement

- awareness of the ꞌotherꞌ
- crossing boundaries
- belonging
- promotion

- self-awareness
- confidence
- positive habits

Emotional 
and social 
perspectives

Santrock
- questioning
- show curiosity
- look critically 

at images

- using art education
- art motivates children 

minds in powerful 
ways of thinking

- foster understanding

Donaldson
- deductive reasoning
- sensitive to 

the context of 
targeted tasks

- acquire information
- selectively apply 

critical thinking under 
certain conditions

- formulating new ideas 
and conclusions

Woolley and
Wellman

- appreciate 
perspectives other 
than their own

- imagining 
themselves in another 
personꞌs place

- take on othersꞌ 
perspectives

- increasingly sophisticated
- simulation processes

Astington
- mental activity
- philosophical  

perspective

- design
- repair
- modify
- understand accept 

and attempt to 
reconcile views on 
the same subject

- self-correcting
- good judgement
- responsible thinking
- creating meaning for 

the information
- cogent arguments

  Perkins - social experience 
- questioning

- motivations
- thoughtful practice
- self-managed 

- search and ask 
questions confidently 

Lipman developing theories of 
mind

- simulations ideas
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2.11 Independent and self-directed learning

As the objectives of this study have suggested an important aspect of critical thinking 
involves the conceptualisation (thinking about), recognition of and exploration and 
development of what I have referred to as personal responsibility. Teare (2013) cited in 
Zuber- Skerritt and Tear, 2013), refers to a very similar concept as ꞌpersonal viabilityꞌ as 
a key element in a personꞌs learning journey. When one begins to review the available 
literature on personal responsibility in education, it becomes apparent that there is gap in 
the published sources concerning this topic. Therefore, these concepts can be best explored 
more fully in the context and culture of self-directed learning in the kindergarten. It may 
also help the argument developed here to bear in mind the fact that there is little published 
and researched on personal responsibility in the Arab world of education and pedagogy.

Although there is a lack of literature on personal responsibility in education in peer-
reviewed or scholarly work; however, some practitioners have been able to develop a 
foundation for its development in an educational environment. For example, the American 
school district, Pleasant Valley (Study Skills, 2014), defines personal responsibility as the 
acceptance of responsibility for oneꞌs own learning, as well as the acceptance of blame for 
failure or mistakes and the development of self- advocacy skills for interacting with other 
learners and adults. This definition aligns well with the literature on critical thinking. 

Whilst there is little literature available on theories of personal responsibility in educational 
settings and the literature lacks consensus as to the definition of personal responsibility, 
the benefits of cultivating personal responsibility in children are documented and agreed 
upon in some of the literature. Benham (1995) and Michelle (2008) for example, state that 
children who display initiative, intrinsic motivation and personal responsibility achieve 
particular academic success.

Beaudoin (2012) claims that one can empower children by instilling in them the 
responsibility for learning. This view is reflected in the earliest works of early childhood 
education that continue to serve as a foundation for research today. For example, the 
belief that children who think they are personally responsible for their successes spend 
more time on homework, try longer to solve complex problems, and get higher grades 
than children who think events are beyond their personal control, has been documented 
for decades (Franklin, 1963; McGhee and Crandall, 1968).

Practitioners note that the effects of personal responsibility are evident in children’s 
performance in other domains. For example, the Québec government’s paper on teaching 
personal responsibility in physical education names benefits such as positive attitudes 
in children’s relationships with others; something which enables them to adapt to the 
requirements of modern life (Beaudoin, 2012). The Quebec paper goes on to state that 
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the responsible behaviours and attitudes learned and experienced through school-based 
programs may be transferred to other settings outside of the gym or the school, such as 
the home and in the community.

The benefits of personal responsibility are particularly evident when it comes to the 
acquisition of learning skills. Since it has been demonstrated that children who develop 
a sense of personal responsibility obtain better academic results, it stands to reason 
that personal responsibility will affect how a child develops his or her learning skills. 
Development of skills, according to Berk (2006), is considered one of the main goals of any 
profession; skills that are the cornerstones of an individual’s ability to think and function in 
society. Berk argues that the development of skills occurs by designing teaching methods 
that address the development of skills combined with various learning content, and through 
the use of experiential learning environments that encourage self-study, the carrying out of 
research and problem- solving using tools and equipment. According to Wood and Attfield 
(2005), it should be noted that the structured development of skills that will become inherent 
in the individual is a complex process requiring many years of teaching and learning. Skill 
involves a highly complex set of capacities and intelligence(s) and is key to the development 
of critical thinking abilities and performance (Crawford, 2015). Therefore, the delivery of 
other subjects in addition to critical thinking skills, the compounding effect of education at all 
age levels and the cognitive and motor abilities of the children have a complex relationship 
and it can be difficult to isolate a single element or phenomenon in a child’s development. 
This was itself an issue in the identification of ‘granular’ and specific attributes of critical 
thinking skills mentioned earlier in this thesis (Beit-Marom, 2009).

Critical thinking : setting personal responsibility in the context of self-directed learning

The idea of critical thinking for young children at the present time is relatively new and 
untested in the field. There is a longer tradition and history of research and publication on 
child development and theories of learning. I hope that I was able to give recognition to 
this tradition in my literature review chapter in this thesis. These traditions generated for 
this project a set of concepts and propositions which were put together to form a set of 
explanatory ‘frameworks’ which it was hoped would be understood by the reader through 
a series of ‘synopses’. These are diagrams showing complicated ideas and relationships 
and brought together a wide range of theoretical approaches and methodological concerns 
focussed primarily on leadership issues in a Palestinian kindergarten and the importance 
of developing critical thinking for young Palestinian learners (see the full list of synopses 
covering these matters- ‘List of Tables’ at p.6 above). The social, cultural and educational 
contexts suggest that there is, however, a need to develop new thinking if successful futures 
are to be built for the young learners who were the subjects , in addition to critical thinking 
skills, of this thesis and the objects of my study and practice. There is little published in this 
field relating to the Palestinian context of independent or self-directed learning.
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My reading on themes of personal responsibility and personal viability as defined, for 
example, by Conrad and Hedin (1985) and Teare (2013) respectively and used in this 
thesis, led me to explore what is termed in other research work as self-directed learning 
(see Biemillar and Meichenbaum, 1992 cited in Anderson et al, 2003 and Higgs, 1993). 
We can also observe the use of terms used by other authors to explore similar themes to 
mine in this thesis. Self-regulation, independent learning, learning autonomy and even 
autodidacticism are terms in use to explore and analyse what I understand to be forms of 
critical thinking for kindergarten age children. The concerns and objectives around which 
ideas of personal responsibility and viability have been developed in the project can 
perhaps be explained as being compatible with self-directed learning. Such an approach 
argues that the learner’s behaviour involves the learner her/him-self taking responsibility 
for her or his own learning. This involves both the learning processes and the learning 
outcomes of the approach. Both of these features are anticipated and explored in the 
research findings of this thesis (and for a summary form of these findings see Table 
7, p.135 – ‘Process of learning for critical thinking‘and ‘Outcomes and actual critical 
thinking techniques’). The definition of self-directed learning which best informs the 
thinking within this project comes from Higgs and argues the following:

‘’ …the learner is characterised by responsibility for and critical 
awareness of, his or her own learning process and outcome, a 
high level of autonomy in performing learning activities and 
solving problems associated with the learning task, active input 
to decision-making regarding the learning task, the use of the 
teacher as a resource person and learner interdependence with 
teacher and co-learners ‘’ (Higgs, 1993: 122).

Such learning involving independent and self-directed effort within a collectivist and 
supportive environment in a Palestinian village kindergarten was the focus of my thesis. 
Naturally there was a parallel focus on pedagogy, which is also a focus on teaching and 
the facilitation of learning as they work together. The learning experiences and processes 
I both sponsored as a teacher and encouraged as a facilitator of others’ learning were 
intimately connected both in terms of my methods as a teacher practitioner and as a 
member of the community. The community ‘encodes ‘and serves to create much of the 
meaning in Palestinian daily life in what is a traditional and still highly agricultural 
village. Community and the values and practices which are part of everyday life are 
pervasive and run deep for many people. The village of Deir Hanna, existing in what 
is now northern Israel, lives out its life within a social and cultural zone and Dwairy’s 
work which has been cited in this thesis articulates much of this context. Shamshoum 
(2015) has also written on this matter with specific reference to the nearby Palestinian 
community in Nazareth and is used as an important source for these matters in my thesis. 
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It is this context which has shaped my responses to cultural orthodoxy and some of the 
dominant forms of collective and authoritarian traditions. Independent and self-affirming 
critical thinking has not been a noted characteristic of Palestinian kindergartens in the 
past and I wished to introduce change and progress in this regard. I believed this was a 
route to better learning and to improved results for children. This in turn might be part of 
an attempt to produce an improved social result which would of course be of benefit to the 
whole community. I did not of course wish to undermine in any way the positive features 
of a close-knit and supportive, collectivist community. However, I did see challenges in 
the task I had set myself. 

Two examples are presented to illustrate this theme. One of the values Palestinian society 
encourages in its citizens is ‘family honour’and this is often seen to be reflected in the 
virtue of its women. Modesty and chastity among women are key values. However, this 
notion has changed over time (Dwairy, 2006). In traditional Muslim society, the woman 
is committed to her family (before marriage), and then to her husband and children. Her 
duty is to ensure cleanliness at home, to raise children, to cook food, and so on. But most 
important is her duty to take care of her honour. Honour is the most important thing a 
woman has, because her honour is also her family’s honour. If she harms her honour, 
then family honour is also harmed. The contemporary significance of this can be seen, for 
example, in that six women in the Palestinian society in Israel were the victims of honour 
killing in  (Bakri,  2017).  

In order to preserve her dignity, a woman must behave according to the accepted norms 
of society: she should be humble, dress appropriately and not expose her body, not gossip 
and cry out loud, and she must not oppose her father or husband. This is a situation which 
surely demands new laws to protect women from family violence after the recent spate 
of deaths. 

However, there is also surely a task facing educators? Learning to judge appropriately is 
one of the critical thinking skills and gives a person a chance to be part of the wider world 
and it is arguably as important as literacy and numeracy. Therefore, it is essential to create 
a more ‘critical thinking’ reality and set of practices in the context of these traditional 
values. It is critical thinking skills which can develop and implement a state of mind of 
not accepting negative situations such as those referred to above and instead can help and 
direct the individual who may be trying to resolve or improve these situations. For this 
reason alone, I believe learning critical thinking in early childhood is most important for 
later life. I think it could be a foundation for a healthy ‘community psychology’ which can 
draw on the best traditional collective values and on the need, we have to challenge and 
change the things that prevent our personal and social growth.
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The second example I wish to give is about young critical thinkers who are not only 
influenced by complex and more mature perceptions and relationships but also by the 
skills that the child acquires under the guidance of her/his family and the educational 
environment. For example, she/he learns to say thank you and that she/he must wait 
in line. These basic guidelines expand over time and through them the critical thinker 
acquires enhanced social skills. These can include a range of abilities from basic skills to 
resolving conflicts with peers including the ability to share possessions and see the other’s 
point of view. It is important to stress that learning does not only occur only through 
direct instruction (for example, it is forbidden to hit anybody), but also through imitation 
and observation; there is a hidden curriculum of often unstated values and behaviour. For 
example, if we do not permit the child to lie, however we tell him to say that he is younger 
than his age in order to get a discount at the play room, it is likely that he will deduce that 
at times it is permitted to lie.

The influence of the immediate environment constitutes a critical factor not only in the 
development of social skills, but it also wields noticeable influence on the social-cultural 
system where the child grows up. The child is alert to the behaviour of adults in the 
street, on television and in the education system and internalizes codes of conduct. In 
addition, the child who has acquired at home proper and appropriate social skills may 
have difficulty with their implementation when the group does not allow him to regularly 
exercise and experience them. For example, a child with normal social abilities who has 
experienced discrimination, due to his special need or other reasons, may suffer ostracism 
which will make it difficult for him to develop social skills and a sense of trust and 
closeness with his peers.

These concerns about the individual as a social being led me to ask how can we explore 
more fully the culture and context of self-directed learning in this situation of a Palestinian 
kindergarten? One response to this difficult question is to point to some of the areas 
explored and to the findings of the project which focused on a range of abilities which 
are involved in becoming a self-regulating and self-directed learner. Naturally this also 
involves considering the types of teaching and leadership used in the kindergarten and 
associated with the attempt to introduce critical thinking. The focus for explanation 
requires therefore giving attention to the following themes and issues which have been 
summarised in bullet outline form below:

• The development of cognitive abilities especially metacognition (see for example, 
Anderson et al, 2003 and page 54 of the thesis under ‘constructivist approaches 
outcomes’ which includes references to metacognition and distributed cognition). 
This category of learning and its processes and pedagogies were viewed as important 
for the demonstration of critical thinking skills in young children. Without these 
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attributes, it is argued, the development of self-directed and ‘critical’ learning would 
be significantly restricted. Metacognition refers to a complex array of skills (referred 
to as the ‘generic’ critical skills in the thesis) and understandings which are part of 
children’s own cognitive processing and their own knowledge of thinking and learning. 
Critical thinking skills at the personal level involve the child in achieving tasks and 
strategies to manage their thought processes but there is as yet little evidence on how 
generic and metacognitive skills are related to the specific elements of a teaching 
programme  (Anderson  et al  2003 ,   p.3). The  thesis  itself  notes  the  difficulty  in 
separating  generic and granular critical thinking skills . This thesis had as one of its 
objectives  the  exploration  of  personal  development  viewed  through  a  lens,  as  it  were,

 of  the  notions  of  responsibility  and  viability  as  outlined  earlier  and  which  can  be
 claimed  as  elements  which  contribute  to  our  understanding  independent  learning  and
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emphasis on enquiry learning…’’ (Graves, 1993:2). Once again we can see here the 
importance of learning which is self-generated and draws on the belief in an active 
and self-directed learner at the centre of the learning process. An example from the 
research data in the thesis showed how a mother demonstrated an aspect aspect of 
the transformation through her statement: “It is sufficient for me that I have learned 
how to relate to my daughter, to educate her, to teach her, to mediate for her instead 
of being responsible for all her actions. I have learned how to allow her independence 
and impose upon her responsibility for her actions and words.” (Appendix 2:5 
Interview 5, Q:5) I feel that the parent here demonstrated the idea that the disposition 
to ask questions is as important as acquiring ‘knowledge’. Young children respond 
well when they feel they can be heard.  

• Viewing the children as products of a socio-cultural environment so that self-
awareness and positive psychological attributes can be fostered (see the thesis at 
Table 2 p.54 for the outcomes of ‘Socio-cognitive and socio-cultural approaches’ and 
Hey and Oates, 2014:82). Here I believe we can see how this project and its research 
elements indicated that positive and affirmative support at a personal level can help 
personal and emotional growth for the young child. This in its turn can help the growth 
of the ‘personal capital’ which may underpin the acquisition of critical thinking skills 
within the type of collectivist culture described by Dwairy as characterising Palestinian 
social and psychological environments.The children needed a conceptual base so that  
‘facts’ and science could be understood and used to explore their environment. As a 
basis for later life and learning what could be more important for the young child?

• Giving attention to ideas of freedom and control in self-directed learning which 
involved negotiating empirical learning programmes with parents and the 
community and the cultural contexts of learning. The project tried to promote 
self-directed learning behaviours so that future learning and behaviour would be 
‘liberating’ in the sense defined by Paulo Freire and Ira Shor (1987). This perspective 
is concerned with helping learners to be more free and to achieve social liberation 
through the facilitation of self-actualised individuals who can achieve critical 
awareness. The project argues that this can be started at an early stage in the child’s 
development. It followed Freire’s idea that communities themselves need to be 
involved in educational transformations. The following statement is an example of 
how a parent perceived aspects of self-directed learning and critical thinking and 
began to be involved in educational change:

“You did not see how he dealt with the game, how he tried, how he assembled it, how 
he concentrated, how he talked to himself and how he thought, it was truly amazing. 
It is not only I who says these things, but all of us in the neighbourhood and those 
associated with him point out the differences between him and his peers. Due to 
my son’s advances, many neighbours contacted the council and asked to have their 

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


63

children enrolled in your kindergarten” (Appendix 2:1 Interview 1, Q:1)
• Seeing critical thinking for kindergarten children in its Palestinian context as 

a matter involving both freedom and control. Higgs (1993), though using her 
case study in tertiary education, has put this concern succinctly as follows…. ‘’The 
optimal state for learning involves a balance of freedom and control in the learning 
programme” (Higgs, ibid: 123). A sense of freedom - what I termed ‘finding the spark’ 
in the child  requires a progressive and questioning curriculum and a teaching method 
which privileges the child’s own evolving capacities and awareness. What Higgs calls 
‘’freedom in learning…’’ can be equated with responsible learner self-direction and 
that control, meaning the direction and management of a learning programme, can be 
the role of both teacher and learner. This point is argued in this thesis with regard to 
the concept of personal responsibility and what Teare (2013) calls ‘personal viability’. 
In both of these concepts we can find an emphasis on self-directed discovery, a valuing 
of personal discovery in learning and learning how to solve problems, encouragement 
for experimentation, value put on encouragement and support, importance given to 
self-reliance, the recognition of significant others,  care shown for mutual respect and 
tolerance for differences .These abilities and the values they are thought to carry help 
the development of a  viable sense of  ‘self’ for young children within social identities 
which can be problematical in traditional cultures facing the challenge of modernism. 
The Palestinian kindergarten at the heart of the project faced such a challenge.

• The consideration of the culture and context of self-directed learning, which 
enables us to employ and hopefully critically evaluate notions of personal 
responsibility and viability. This is significant because we are dealing with different 
theories about learning yet we know that learning is a process of active engagement 
with new forms of knowledge and is an encounter with a social environment and with 
a developing sense of self for the child (Rogers, C.R., 1969, cited in Higgs, 1993). 
The objective, whatever the emphasis any specific learning theory or approach takes, 
must surely be to help make the learners, the children in this particular narrative, 
‘’free in their own learning’’ (Rogers, A., 1992:75). Critical thinking skills appears 
to be one significant avenue through which progress to such a goal can be made in 
the early years. Children will grow up with a need to assess the truth of what they 
encounter in life and I believe we cannot start too early in life and in learning to equip 
them for this challenge. The explorations and findings of this thesis show, I believe, 
that there can be little doubt that it is worth the effort to explore such a vital theme.

To summarise, the current chapter introduced the notion of the critical thinking domain, 
meaning the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skillfully conceptualizing, 
applying, analysing, synthesizing, and/or evaluating information gathered from, or 
generated by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a 
guide to belief and action. Although frequently associated with growth and development 
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in adolescence and even adult learning, it has been argued that they are also relevant to the 
earlier childhood phases. These skills are of course highly valued in a democratic society. 
Palestinian children who grow up in a traditional society, it has been argued, need to be 
educated for a more broad and critical mode of thinking in order to adapt themselves to 
democracy and the challenges of modernity. This aspect of the learning challenges facing 
Palestinian children is one of the most important goals for kindergarten teachers in my 
view. A summary of key themes and authors who have helped conceptualise the growth 
of personal skills and personal viability/responsibility follows:

Table 3 : Sources and models for self-directed learning contexts

Key themes Author/source Key concepts 
and children's 
capacities

The child’s 
learning 
process and 
experience

Indicators of 
critical thinking 
and children's 
capacities

-Self-directed 
learning

  -Personal 
responsibility 
and viability

-Culture and 
contexts

Zuber-Skerritt and
Teare ,Conrad and 
Hedin

Benham, 
Beaudoin
Berk

- personal 
viability

- responsibility 
for learning

- efficacy and 
making a 
difference

- experiential 
learning

- self-guidance 
and control

- spend more 
time on 
homework

- try longer 
to solve 
complex 
problems

- high self-esteem

- personal 
responsibility 
and viability 

- collective action
- academic success

Chapter 2 has attempted to describe and present a perspective on educational leadership 
that can be related to the contexts of the Palestinian kindergarten. Types and theories of 
leadership have been explored and reviewed, not in an abstract way but in relation to the 
perceived professional and pedagogical needs of the kindergarten, which was the object of 
study and professional development. The ultimate object of study and of ꞌtransformationꞌ was 
of course the kindergarten child and it is the child who has been placed at the centre of the 
concern for critical thinking. This chapter also attempted to summarize a range of thought and 
analysis on the content and scope of critical thinking that it was intended would give shape 
and focus to the work-based pedagogic project, which was at the heart of this study. Four 
key themes were identified which run as a leitmotiv through the project and these concern 
the abilities and capacities of children which can be enhanced through the development of 
critical thinking. These elements embrace cognitive, emotional, social/cultural and personal 
viability concerns and these are central to the understanding of the project. The elements 
of critical thinking have been outlined both in conceptual terms and in respect of a real and 
ꞌproblematic ꞌcontext of Palestinian education in the state of Israel. These were the framing 
elements of the empirical research which is described in the following chapter and which 
gave meaning and a lived context to the research questions and findings.
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Chapter 3 : Research objectives and methods

3.1 The research field and research questions at Deir-Hanna Kindergarten

The kindergarten, which was the focus of this research, was established in 2010 and is 
situated in a rural area in the north of the country. The facilities and classroom resources 
including games were still new at the time of the study. There were 28 children in the 
kindergarten aged 3-5 years, ten of whom were girls and the rest of whom were boys. This 
kindergarten was one of 12 municipal kindergartens for pre-school age children in the 
village. The majority of the mothers in the village do not work but are homemakers (the 
average family has 3-4 children). Most of the fathers work outside of the village while 
some work in it. The kindergarten is located at the edge of the village, is surrounded by 
fields and olive trees and is green all year round. The parents of the children are afforded 
the opportunity to choose their preferred kindergarten. The local municipal council 
either confirms their choice or assigns the child to another kindergarten, balancing parent 
demand with the available kindergarten space in the village.

Philosophical framework

According to one commentator, the puzzling out of a research strategy can occupy a large 
part of a researcherꞌs overall effort (Mason, 2002:18). “Intellectual puzzles, then, will 
contain different sets of ontological and epistemological assumptions and prescriptions, 
and will suggest distinctive types of social explanations”. This opening section of the 
current chapter will examine the research approach and philosophy of the work- based 
project in its specific research phase: the chapter will then explore the methodologies and 
methods used for data collection; and it will reflect on the process of analysis and the 
success of the research design in meeting its objectives.

The research was guided by an assumption that 4 levels of understanding and questioning 
can be identified which are appropriate to this study and its methods of investigation:
• level 1: ontology-meaning how is reality experienced, especially by those in the study
• level 2: epistemology-meaning what counts as knowledge in the study and what is its 

purpose
• level 3: methodology–meaning how we understand and question data and information 

as part of the reality under investigation
• • level 4: how we can collect appropriate evidence about the reality we are studying.

The aim of this particular research topic is to advance knowledge in curriculum design for 
the kindergarten phase of education in Palestine/Israel and to contribute to the transfer of 
knowledge in different contexts and places. The research methods employed in the study 
are designed to provide data to answer the research questions posed and to capture the 
reality of the issues and challenges with a view to action and the changing of that reality.
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In this sense, the approach can be said to be rooted in an action learning perspective. 
Critical understanding of curriculum content and the role of the ꞌleadership teacherꞌ is 
the focus of the project and the data relates to a case study of a single kindergarten in the 
village of Deir-Hanna in Israel/ Palestine. The case study embraces the kindergarten, its 
children, its teachers, its parents and the cultural contexts of a Palestinian village in the 
state of Israel.

Research objectives

The research philosophy or approach helped to define the research objectives which were 
shaped by an action learning concept of kindergarten leadership which included:

• developing new concepts of personal responsibility, critical thinking, and awareness 
in kindergarten-age children. It is proposed that the activities that were investigated 
support this leadership model because they will be, to some verifiable degree, 
promoted by it. This will in turn, indicate how the model might be validated for its 
own context and beyond

• developing a new approach to parenting of kindergarten-age children that fosters 
critical thinking and personal responsibility. Improvements in parenting skills, which 
mirror the leadership model, will help to validate it through the observed changes in 
childrenꞌs sense of personal responsibility and critical thinking.

Research questions

The research questions addressed in this project are as follows:

• what kind of educational leadership characteristics and actions help to facilitate the 
development the critical thinking skills of kindergarten children, aged 3-5 years?

• what kind of educational leadership characteristics and actions help to facilitate the 
development of personal responsibility among kindergarten children aged 3-5 years?

• • what are the characteristics of critical thinking that develop at a young age?
• what are the tools and skills of independent learning that kindergarten children will 

need to use in order to develop their critical thinking skills?
• how can parents influence the child’s development of personal responsibility and 

critical thinking skills?
These questions are answered through the development of a new approach to educational 
leadership for its context in Palestinian education within the state of Israel. This approach, 
applied in both the educational and home setting, is validated by examining its effects and 
impact on the critical thinking skills and levels of personal responsibility in the kindergarten, 
and in terms of its potential for changing some aspects of learning for young children within 
and beyond its context in the village in which it took place.
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3.2 Research design and data sources

The research strategy used in this study was initially inductive, so that a set of concepts 
were identified around the notion of leadership applied to the kindergarten phase of 
education. These concepts were critically appraised in the theoretical background of 
the thesis, focussing on notions of critical thinking, and a distillation or condensation 
of accounts that could be usefully applied to the empirical work was outlined (Blaikie, 
2007). An analytical framework was arrived at by combining leadership themes with a 
synoptic account of what comprises critical thinking skills into a framework diagram. 
(See Table 1 and Table 2). Such an approach has been termed as ‘critical realism’ and is 
characteristic of the research strategy (Blaikie, ibid) in this thesis.

Research tools

Each method of research has its own strengths and weaknesses and the latter must be 
avoided in order to obtain credible data. A method which uses qualitative methodology 
usually relies on small numbers of participants not randomly chosen, conducts its inquiry 
in the field and usually does so over a long period. In order to evaluate the validity of the 
data collected researchers will use a number of data collection methods, each providing 
a different angle from which to view the field. Data collected with different research 
tools can be crosschecked providing the researcher with a good benchmark for validity, 
as identical or similar themes emerge from the data provided by different research tools. 
This approach, using more than a single method of collecting data, demonstrates higher 
internal validity as opposed to relying on only one research tool (Cohen et al, 2011; 
McNiff and Whitehead, 2005).

The whole project took place from January 2009 until January 2017. The research tools 
chosen for this research were semi-structured interviews, a research diary, critically 
assessed lesson plans and protocols, and children’s portfolios. The data for each method 
was collected over the course of one academic year and was assessed and continuously 
evaluated over the length of the project. As the research progressed, the chosen methods 
were continuously re- assessed in order to determine their efficacy and to make changes 
if necessary. The timing and the phasing of the research in relation to the delivery of the 
whole work-related project can be seen at Figure 4 on page 19 above. Cross-checking 
the information from interviews, lesson plans, portfolio analyses and the researcher’s 
diary enabled a holistic view of the development of the learning processes to take place, 
based hopefully on a critical self-awareness through processes of self-reflection. The raw 
data from each was reduced into categories and sub-categories and by paying attention 
to the frequency and the intensity of the processes and their characteristics, a range of 
empirical and analytical findings was produced. The internal validity of these findings 
was evaluated by using the technique of triangulation (McNiff and Whitehead, 2005).
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The data was analysed as it was collected. The overlap between the data collection 
phase and the analysis phase is a common characteristic of qualitative research in which 
data analysis is performed while it is collected and ends only after the completion of 
the research. Then, the orientation of theories and the related data is connected to the 
conceptual aspects informing the research for a final analysis (Sabar, et al, 2007) which is 
reported on and explicated in Chapters 4 and 5 of this thesis.

A vitally important research tool for this research was the use of a research diary. Here, 
the researcher described how she came to make decisions and what prompted her choice 
of actions. In this way, the researcher tried to present a precise and credible description 
of the situations in which she found herself. Likewise, this diary was composed using 
qualitative data from the field such as gained from interviews, observations and lesson 
protocols containing open questions and approaches. In the research diary, she noted 
her feelings, reflections, the meanings that crystallized and research notes on events 
which were part of the project, after these events. The research diary was itself a form 
of synopsis for information, analysis and understandings which emerged throughout the 
whole project.

Table 4 : Sources and tools for gathering data and information

The following diagram summarises the main sources of information and tools for 
gathering Information:

Source of information/type of activity Respondents and sources

A research diary-duration 20 months/485 
pages

Children, adults in the community, parents, professional 
colleagues and self

Childrenꞌs portfolios-whole class (x2) Children
Professionals and external experts

6 in-depth interviews-4 women;2 men
(transcripts and translations)

Parents
Parental contact twice per day

Lesson plans and curriculum development
15 trial lessons involving 3 staff-over time 

Children
Professional colleagues
Protocols

Longitudinal research notes-158 pages Children

Documents relating to the school-multiple/
varied

Palestinian/Isreali Ministry of Education/Culture
Literary sources/publications
Children

Reflections and self-development Researcher, colleagues

Initial processes

In this section, I will elaborate on lesson plans and the main practices that were conducted 
in order to teach the children critical thinking. The curricular and pedagogical themes are
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dealt with first in this section because there was of course a pre-existing reality before the 
research decisions were taken and methods adopted. The already existing curriculum was 
addressed through the use of thinkers in the field of children’s learning and development. 
The pedagogical input was constant throughout the period of the work-based project and 
acted as an underpinning for the other research activities such as the production of the 
children’s portfolios, the construction of the research diary and the use of reflection to 
inform on-going practice. Bloomꞌs (1956) taxonomy of critical thinking skills was initially 
operationalised for the kindergarten children who were 3 to 5 years of age. There are six 
levels in Bloomꞌs taxonomy requiring increasing levels of abstract thinking: knowledge, 
comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation. For high school children 
and adults, the acquisition of critical thinking skills was found to be transformative, to 
significantly improve scholastic achievement and to contribute to the school climate 
(Bloom, 1956: 23-41). Although Bloomꞌs taxonomy was used initially, a range of thinkers 
who had published on the cognitive, emotional and personal responsibility themes were 
also used to help frame the research activity and the practical work in the kindergarten 
classroom.

All the trial lessons were delivered for 8 weeks. Some 15 lessons were produced and 
developed for this activity. The following criteria were adopted to analyse the lesson 
plans used;

Knowledge : Children were asked about the names of a story’s heroes and events 
described in the story in their right order.

Comprehension : Children were asked to describe and discuss the facts presented by 
the story. This involved enlarging on the text using the book’s illustrations, comparing 
different sites mentioned in the book such as the differences between the hero’s house and 
the house of his grandparents, or that of his neighbours.

Application : Children were asked to use what they had learned from the story and apply 
newly gained knowledge to solve real problems in their own household or problems they 
had heard about elsewhere. In this way they illustrate and show the problems they have in 
mind and explain how their life would be improved if a solution could be found.

Analysis : Children were asked to go beyond the facts presented by the story. They were 
asked to speculate about the motivation of the heroes, they were asked to investigate, 
infer and explain the actions of the storyꞌs characters.

Synthesis : Children were asked to use existing facts from the stories the teacher read to them 
and create a new story, change the ending or use their own name as they retold the story.
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Children were asked to draw the story, the houses the story’s heroes live in, and imagine 
details not mentioned in the story and more.

Evaluation : Children were asked to select and judge the actions of the storyꞌs heroes. They 
were thus asked to debate decisions reached by the heroes and recommend alternatives. 
Those listening to the debate had to evaluate the debaters on a set of agreed criteria.

The Children : Children were told repeatedly that they had complete responsibility over 
their portfolio and that they could remove and replace items from their portfolio if they 
felt they could improve the item.

Triangulation : In order to synthesize the data derived from the interviews, the research 
diary, the childrenꞌs portfolios and the classroom assignments, the method of triangulation 
was used. Triangulation is particularly suited to the use of qualitative studies, as it allows 
the bringing together of a range of data from different methodologies (Levy, 2006 cited in 
Darmoni and Levy, 2007 and Shlasky, 2007). This approach is especially useful for one 
embarking on action research, as the researcher (or participant) and her environment is a 
rich source of data and she can provide a critical and reflective account:

“The main instrument of the research is the researcher himself. 
There is great importance placed on his vision and how he 
interprets the phenomena. The background of the researcher, his 
ethnic extraction and his personality are important elements in the 
study, and contain much subjectivity. Therefore, it is requested of 
the researcher to base the claims arising from the observations 
through the use of convincing data, such as descriptions of events, 
minutes of talks and discussions, quotes, and for further validation 
to examine information from various data sources, a process 
called triangulation, in order to ensure clarity and accuracy of the 
findings.”

(Sabar, Doshnik and Bialik, 2007).

In the qualitative approach chosen for this work-based project, which was action research 
within the framework of a case study, the researcher attaches importance to the meaning 
of things in the eyes of the participants, the students, their parents and the researcher 
herself. The approach therefore focuses on the meanings which the participants attributed 
to their actions and the actions connected with them. Indeed, by exposing the perceptions 
of the participants, the researcher is able to expand her understanding of the internal 
processes that are usually not visible to outside observers.

The facilities : The area of the kindergarten is about 120 square meters and is built according 
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to an open plan, i.e. the work areas are spread across the room without partitions. There 
are four additional rooms, which serve as kitchen, bathroom and office space. It is in these 
offices that the teacher can talk to the parents after a school day to discuss the progress of 
the child in the kindergarten. The kindergarten is open five days a week and is closed on 
Friday and Sunday, taking into consideration the local religious customs (Christian and 
Muslim). A school day runs from 7:30 AM to 14:00 PM.

Research design and pedagogical/curriculum issues

In this section I will describe the regular educational program delivered for kindergarten 
children and through this section I will show the significant need for critical thinking and 
new learning and educational procedures.

The learning of pre-schoolers in this program is facilitated through games and social 
interaction. It is agreed among researchers that the emphasis on games is the means and 
not the end; the process and not the product (Tuval, 2003). Therefore, the focus of the 
educational program is on the main pedagogical practices that affect the child’s learning 
environment and includes both the overt and the covert experiences and contexts of the 
kindergarten as a learning environment. It includes not only the activities, inside and 
outside which are offered to small children, but also the attitude of the staff towards the 
children, their relationships with each other, to the parents and all who visit the place 
(Fisher, et al, 2014).

In kindergartens there exist free activities and targeted activities, exemplifying the 
concept that there is “learning that is not explicit and learning that is explicit” (Tuval, 
ibid). Some of the activities are conducted individually by the children, while other 
activities are conducted in groups or pairs. Therefore, this research study created learning 
opportunities through various activities such as free play, socio-dramatic playing, didactic 
play, conversation and discussion, creating activities, viewing the processes of nature, 
physical exercise and using books and computers. This environment, which also serves 
the purposes of this study also adheres to best practices and the requirements of the 
Ministry of Education, Culture and Sportꞌs guidelines on teaching techniques (Ministry 
of Education, 2014; Perkins, 2011 and Guron, 2009).

The framework program for kindergarten children aims to view the child as a whole – 
thus aiming to provide for all his/her physical, emotional, social and intellectual needs. 
In addition, it is a multidisciplinary programme whose goal is to encompass all the major 
areas of learning where the child is expected to absorb and acquire knowledge. It is also 
about the development in parallel of the cognitive skills the child is required to develop in 
order to cope effectively with the demands of the programme. In the light of all this, the 
teacher in the kindergarten must have broad capabilities (Guron, 2009).
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Prior to the critical thinking intervention which is the topic of this thesis, the kindergarten 
children had minimal ability to engage with and demonstrate the main educational values 
of the institution. One example of this is children displaying homogenous thinking with 
regard to stories or games. In this kind of situation, no independent thinking emerges 
and all children think alike; mostly frightened of and by the opinions of teachers and 
parents. In addition, parents who are mostly loyal to the Palestinian society’s values, 
also educate their children to behave in a manner they think is commensurate with those 
values. According to Dwairy (1997), in this kind of education, no independent thinking 
is likely to emerge. To develop more independent thinking it is essential to act differently 
with children, in talking and playing both in kindergarten and at home. For the teachers 
of the kindergarten the evidence of their eyes, their ears and their thinking indicated the 
great need for critical thinking education.

Sampling : The sample was the whole cohort of children. The parents were an opportunity 
sample of 6 persons and were self-selected volunteers. The focus on the childrenꞌs 
outcomes and actions meant that participants were chosen according to the researcherꞌs 
understanding of the analytical themes that emerged during the project. This is a form 
of theoretical or purposive sampling. The following paragraphs and sections outline and 
situate the experience and ꞌstoriesꞌ of the participants in this study.

The participants were kindergarten children, parents of the children (both fathers and 
mothers), a kindergarten assistant and a teacher who specializes in integrating children 
with learning disabilities. Children with diagnosed learning disabilities received one hour 
of remedial teaching per week. There was a Supplementary Teacher employed and this 
teacher comes in once every two weeks for a full day to replace the official kindergarten 
teacher so that the Head-teacher can participate in the in-service training provided by the 
Ministry of Education or prepare teaching materials.

Processing of the data : The data collected through the interviews with parents is 
analysed using content analysis. In the research process the statements were coded 
and analysed to identify common themes and categories, while the researcher looked 
for relationships between these themes and categories. The relationships between the 
themes were established through induction, enabling her to produce new field ꞌtheoriesꞌ 
or explanations of what was observed and created. This process is repeated as part of 
the research procedure until the researcher is satisfied that most of the data is explained 
(Shkedi, 2003 and 2004).

Following the initial analysis, it became necessary to change the question (Question 1) as 
changes in the achievements of the childen required a more complex analysis. Here it was 
decided that the analysis of the responses to this question would be done with a different 
method than that of other open questions. The reason is that this question was essentially 
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different from other questions in the interviews. This question, in essence, is more 
comprehensive and its very nature invited the parents to explain the basic assumptions 
and internal processes that are the basis for their relationship with their children.

The data was assembled from the recorded responses and protocols of the interviews. 
In the first phase, the answers were read sequentially in an attempt to find similar 
components within the responses provided by each parent. Thereafter the researcher read 
the first answer of each parent and looked for common themes across respondents. The 
school team identified ideas related to educational approaches used in the kindergarten 
and themes that emerged from the interaction of the children with their parents at home. 
This enabled the researcher to fully understand the thought process of the parents and 
their expectations of their work with the children at home and later on in the kindergarten, 
as their child developed into a critical thinker.

The parents were to receive two training sessions, at the beginning of the school year and 
half way through the year, following the winter semester break. Communication with 
parents was to occur twice a day, in the morning when the child was brought to the 
kindergarten and in the afternoon when they picked up the child. Parents were trained 
and given a support role. At first parents reported having difficulties with their support 
role. Most parents and Arab parents in particular, think of their child as being only a little 
boy or girl and not someone with whom one can listen and have a meaningful discussion. 
They simply fulfil the child’s desires and keep him or her quiet, peaceful and disciplined, 
so that they do not interfere with adults or ask questions. In short, the child gets everything 
without clarification or explanation. This is the kind of familial authoritarianism described 
by Dwairyꞌs work on Palestinian family structures.

In order to ensure that the skills learned in kindergarten take hold in the home, a ꞌcontinuing 
education programmeꞌ for parents was established so that the researcher could facilitate 
the development of the child not only in the kindergarten but also in the thoughts of his/ 
her parents. The researcher planned to ask parents to spend a minimum of 12 minutes 
with their child every day and talk about his or her experiences in kindergarten that day, 
and discuss and develop an interest in the child. At the end of the year, the child was to 
present his/her subject and learning achievements through the portfolio.

The parents : The researcher planned to have contact with the parents twice a day; in the 
mornings when they brought the child to the kindergarten and in the afternoon when they 
came to pick the child up at the end of the day. In addition, two sessions were scheduled 
in order to instruct the parents in what was expected of them during the research period.

Parents were asked to re-design the home climate and adopt a positive communicative 
approach toward their child. They were asked to forgo punishment as a means of instruction 

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


74

and rely only on reinforcing good behaviour. Parents were asked to speak with the child 
about what had happened each day in kindergarten and to express enthusiasm concerning 
activities that excite their child.

The researcher also planned to ask parents to examine the learning outcomes that their 
child brought home in his or her bag and show their appreciation for it. In addition, 
each parent was to be told about a particular success the child had experienced during 
kindergarten activities and would be asked to celebrate that success with their child and 
with the extended family.

At night, parents would be asked to read to their children two bedtime stories to be 
provided by the researcher. These stories were to be used to practice the skills of critical 
thinking in the kindergarten. If the child expressed the desire to have another story read 
to them parents were asked to use questions facilitating critical thinking, following the 
example provided by the stories provided by me.

Kindergarten staff : The staff of the kindergarten includes a teacherꞌs assistant, various 
therapists that work with children diagnosed with learning disabilities and the alternate 
kindergarten teacher. These individuals were to be instructed that children were not to be 
punished under any circumstance.

3.3 Research methods-mapping of approaches Qualitative research

This research uses a qualitative constructivist research philosophy. The chosen approach 
was a case study paradigm with elements of action research. The reason this methodology 
was chosen was that the field of study and its properties, the characteristics of the 
participants (including the researcher herself), the research questions and the research 
objectives all lend themselves to a qualitative study design in which the researcher can 
personally engage with each of the elements described and analysed in the study.

The qualitative constructivist research philosophy recognises the complexity of human 
existence and the need to collect information about holistic systems such as the social 
system pre-schoolers build in kindergarten and the multi-dimensional development and 
growth processes that pre- schoolers experience both at school and at home. The qualitative 
constructivist philosophy recognises the individual differences that each learner brings 
to kindergarten and his/her special contribution to the reality that the kindergarten unit 
constructs (Shkedi, 2003 and 2004).

There are two dominant research paradigms of inquiry that were considered in this study 
(McMillan, and Schumacher, 2006). The scientific paradigm could have been applied, 
which is based on quantitative, empirical research methods that rely on the statistical 
analysis of data used to prove or disprove hypotheses whose formulations are based 
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on existing theories (Mertens, 2005). On the other hand, the humanistic, naturalistic 
paradigm was also considered. This paradigm studies natural processes and relationships 
and makes ‘subjective’ inferences about the theoretical explanation of the development of 
these processes and relationships.

According to Macleod-Brudenell and Kay (2008), researchers choosing the scientific or 
positivist approach believe that objective knowledge which is verifiable is discoverable 
through experimentation in controlled settings, free of the experimenter’s influence. In 
contrast, researchers choosing the naturalistic approach tend to believe that the search for 
knowledge and perhaps ꞌtruthꞌ, should take place in the natural environment, and recognise 
the value contributed by the researcher to the study’s findings, Such an approach tends 
to argue that versions of the truth are subjective and discoverable as an integral part of 
the complex, uncontrollable systems that characterise the human experience (Macleod-
Brudenell and Kay, 2008 and Sabar Ben-Yehoshua, 2001 cited in Sabar, 2007).

Kindergarten is a complex system. An investigative approach free of manipulations and 
attempts to control variables was needed. The Qualitative approach chosen promised to 
reveal, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), a wide multidimensional area of the 
social world. This research, which focuses on using and applying notions of leadership 
development for the application of critical thinking for children, includes the subjective and 
objective details of a leader’s daily life. For example, this may include an understanding 
of the experiences and the requirements of the research activities themselves, the social 
processes and organizations involved, conversations and the management of relations at 
work as well the importance of finding meaning in what has been created. It is therefore 
multi-dimensional and complicated, requiring an open mind and a certain flexibility in 
handling the different elements over an extended period of time.

These Qualitative and their associated research tools stress the significance of the 
abundance, depth, subtle distinctions and complex and multidimensional relationships 
of the study environment (Somekh and Lewin, 2005 cited in P. Mason, 2007). The 
environment in the village kindergarten had these complex characteristics, as has been 
indicated above.

Qualitative research, according to Jennifer Mason (2002), has the advantage of being able 
to question and analyse data immediately after it is collected thus guiding and focusing 
the research tools and the formulation of research in the field. According to Levy, 2006 
(cited in Darmoni and Levy (2007) qualitative research is unique in that it produces field 
theories about practice and facilitates their crystallisation and maturation. Mason (ibid), 
claims that field theories produced by qualitative research are context-sensitive and must 
be tested within the context that helped shape them.
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Qualitative research focusses on the human experience, of mankind and society in 
the person’s natural habitat. This study seeks to understand the relationship between 
educational leadership and how kindergarten children learn critical thinking skills 
involving changing their view of the world (meanings), deepening their interpretations 
of situations and different processes (interpretations) and giving value to their personal 
views (inside perspectives) and experiences. The central goal of this research was to 
capture children’s encounters with the world and with the researcher, as perceived and 
understood by each of the participants so that change could be encouraged.

The education system is a microcosm of the wider society. Therefore any educational 
institution including kindergarten, school, classroom, college, and university, is a natural 
arena of life where a world rich with events exists. Within this systemic structure, there 
exists a unique local culture that includes values, division of roles, behavioural learning 
patterns, and the specific culture and ethos of a place. The village of Deir-Hanna and its 
culture was and is such a place. In order to better understand the optimal conditions for 
the existence of any educational system, it is important to research and study it according 
to its culture and its unique characteristics (Cassin and Cromer, 2010).

Many qualitative studies rely on the phenomenological perspective. This approach allows us 
to enter the study without unduly relying on a single clearly defined theory. Theories about 
practice are constructed as a result of studying the way in which participants experience 
the phenomenon of life (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). The premise here, according to Cassin 
and Cromer, (2010), is that knowledge is concealed in the meaning people give to their 
lives. Qualitative- phenomenological research generally focuses on how one perceives and 
interprets these events on an individual and group basis, without searching for one ꞌtrueꞌ 
reality or a world of neutral and objective facts that can be quantified.

Qualitative research, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), has been shown to be effective 
in the study of sensitive, complex and variable issues and especially effective when studying 
the processes of teaching, learning and education in educational institutions. Therefore, this 
understanding may assist in developing curricula and teaching methods suitable for the 
learners frequenting the kindergarten. According to Denzin and Lincoln, educational research 
conducted using the qualitative approach, as undertaken in this study, makes it possible to 
examine the same research field, i.e. the kindergarten, from the various angles of observation 
provided by various participants (teachers, pupils and parents) at the same time, representing 
multiple and varied realities on a personal and interpersonal level. The subjective perceptions 
and interpretations of the details were by themselves part of the constructed reality and 
intrinsic to the research. The final construction (reported in Chapter 4: Findings) was put 
together using information provided by respondents and participants using the range of 6 
methods outlined at Table 4 above to produce empirical evidence and appropriate data.
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Qualitative research often consists of the stories told by the words collected during 
observations, interviews and from documents. The words are the tools that construct 
reality and the description of the experiences inherent in them (Cassin and Cromer, 
2010). The ability to connect words to stories is known as a significant characteristic of 
the qualitative researcher (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005 and Cassin and Cromer, ibid) and 
this approach was used to facilitate the research in this thesis. In summary, qualitative 
research is human research that fits the realm of education in general and the world of my 
kindergarten in particular. Being deeply interested in developmental processes I chose the 
qualitative paradigm. In addition, I chose to frame the research as a case study to allow 
the distinctive characteristics of the people and place to be explored and expressed.

The case study

This research was conducted as a single, though multi-faceted case study. Stake (1995: 95 
cited in Tosey, 2007) is of the opinion that “all evaluation studies are case studies”. Cohen 
et al (2011) argue that case studies are well suited for the study of the processes that 
characterise integrated human systems, such as the kindergarten. Based on this reasoning, 
this study is an evaluation study conducted in an integrated human system consisting of 
teachers, parents, children and auxiliary personnel and located in a community which has 
strong value orientations connected with education and social arrangements.

Within the framework of this investigation this study should be viewed as a whole; a unit 
within which learning processes, developmental processes and relationships are noted 
and observed (Anderson et al, 2005). This case study uses different combinations of tools 
and strategies for data collecting in order to inform the analytical process from different 
angles of the field. Combined in this way, these elements contribute to the validity of the 
findings (Creswell, 2007 cited in J. R. Anderson, 2010).

Case studies have been found to be useful for describing learning and development 
processes (Lawrence and Hardy, 1999 cited in Anderson et al, ibid), for examining 
emerging patterns of behavior over time and for describing the flow of behavior between 
groups and within groups (Camazine, et al, 2001 cited in Anderson et al, 2005).

During the initial stages of its development this research project was intended to be a 
multiple case study design. However, other kindergarten teachers felt that working 
according to the procedures that were chosen would significantly burden their work 
schedules. Therefore, a single case study design for a year-long study was chosen in 
order not to alienate the researcher’s colleagues. Included in the case study design, is an 
in-depth analysis of findings using multiple sources of information (parents, children, 
research journal and an outside professional) which was conducted.

Within the constraints of this case study design, the researcher employed action research 
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principles which are described in relation to each of the separate 6 methods or practices 
used in the project.

Action research has been described as ꞌliving inquiryꞌ (Mukherji and Albon, 2015) and 
this project focused on actual practices rather than abstract notions of learning. Central to 
the process of learning and action research in this work was the belief that change could 
be achieved through the thinking and practice of the staff, the parents and the children.

Action research

The research undertaken in this project was within the paradigm of action-learning 
research (ALR). Action research, according to Koshy (2005), must be available for 
public scrutiny. This is normally a prerequisite and helps safeguard both the ethical and 
objectivity aspects of such research. Those engaged in research and those working in the 
field do not normally receive any incentive for their investments. Therefore, it is very 
difficult to expect them to work on research over a long period of time and stand by all 
the rules and requirements presented to them. It must be remembered that those involved 
in the research must invest in the stages of preparation for the study, including team 
meetings, feedback and preparing the field for research.

In addition to the complications that arise from the participation of other parties in the 
research, it is also important to emphasize some of the potential risks and pitfalls, which 
arise when utilizing action research. Action research, like all qualitative studies, is prone 
to issues of subjectivity which can compromise the reliability and validity of the study by 
other scholars. I addressed these issues, as indicated above, through structured interpersonal 
interactions with other parents than those involved in the study and employing outside, 
objective help to analyse aspects of the study, such as children’s drawings.

Action research, according to Macleod-Brudenell (2004), is a circular plan of action that 
combines design, collection and analysis of systematic data, practice and reflection. In 
this cyclical process, the teacher identifies an area that she feels needs improvement and 
begins to try various solutions to this problem (Cassin and Cromer, 2010). The research 
deepens and expands the understanding of the teacher who is researching the problem, 
and also enlightens the teaching community of her peers regarding the different ways of 
resolving issues that arise. According to Danielson (2009) cited in Cassin and Cromer, 
(ibid), action research is a form of reflective self-research performed by the participants 
and the workers themselves, in order to better understand their work and improve the 
results and process of their work.

It can be argued that action research is born out of the needs of the involved parties 
seeking to develop a systematic study in order to understand complex situations of 
interest. They adopt research tools, and through them explore themselves and their work, 
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to teach themselves what necessary changes are needed, and how to include them in their 
educational work. According to Sabar et al (2007) the partners involved in research of 
this type are usually teachers, principals and educational personnel working in the field. 
In this thesis the researcher personally intended to use this research and its outcomes in 
order to improve her work and her professional standing. The dimensions of the research 
were deliberately professional and personal in character, a position commensurate with 
the objectives of the professional doctorate.

According to McNiff, Lomax and Whithead (2003), cited in Johnson, (2005), action 
research has long been seen as one version of many among case studies with various 
applications. It is also accompanied by thinking and reflection (Sabar, 2009). One of 
the first educationalists who articulated the importance of action research as a valuable 
research tool was Lawrence Stenhouse (1975), head of the Applied Research Institute at 
the University of East Anglia. He writes:

“All existing research in the field of education is qualitative in the 
context of open learning programs, whether they are prepared by 
a single teacher at school, or prepared by a group working as part 
of a research centre for teachers, or a group of workers, working 
in coordination under the framework of an extensive project, or 
national project, all are based on the study and research function 
of the students and yet the major portion of the responsibility is 
that of the teachers in the field”.

(Stenhouse, 1975: 143)

Elliot (1995), Kemmis (2006), Winter and Badley (2007) and Hacohen and Zimran (1999) 
followed in the footsteps of Stenhouse and designed models of educational action research, 
applying them within Stenhouseꞌs conceptual framework and relevant methodological 
and ethical research approach.

According to Elliot action research is becoming more and more of an educational research 
tool; something that separates the educational research, i.e. the personal research of an 
educator, herself and her environment that is being studied, from the standard application 
of conventional research and enquiry in education. In his definition, this type of research 
can be organized into different formats, both quantitative and qualitative, such as a study 
of a single case or cases, naturalistic research and/or ethnographic studies.

Elliot (1995), assesses research in education and teaching and distinguishes between two 
conceptions of research in education, each one leading to different teaching methods. 
The first disconnects the professions that support education (educational philosophy, 
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psychology, and sociology) from the research of educational work in the field. The second 
is an interdisciplinary holistic approach that links research and teaching to relevant 
situations in the field. The latter approach is based on a paradigm of action research and 
is grounded in practitioner research. It presents a new way of teaching, which stems from 
the field of research and builds with it a theory of teaching and education.

Further, according to Elliot, action research (educational research in this context), is no 
different from teaching. It is just a branch of practice which complements the teaching, 
promotes the teacher in his/her work and allows him/her to examine their practice as 
well as adjust it to the needs of students in order to refine and improve professional and 
educational decisions (Elliot, 1995 and HaCohen and Zimran, 1999). Elliot affirms this 
position by stating that action research is another form of teaching. It integrates teaching 
and research into one operation. The research process is done by teachers in the field and 
is a continuous process that combines teaching, reflection on and during practice and the 
creation of change. He claims that the research is not external, but is a part of the teaching 
done by teachers in the field) and in conclusion he adds:

“Teachers who claim that they do not have time for research, 
because they are busy teaching, do not understand the relationship. 
They actually declare that they have no time to change their 
teaching in any which way.”

(Elliot, 1995: 181).

HaCohen and Zimran (ibid) add that action research springs from the researcher’s 
perceptions of the values and principles of his practice and that the interpretations given 
to the processes and phenomena encountered in the field of research will depend on 
the situation or social and cultural context in which they develop. The challenge facing 
practitioners investigating their own practice is the need to maintain objectivity and 
rigour  while  searching  for  the  truth  among  the  contributions  made  by participant 
voices (of which the researcherꞌs voice is one).

Kemmis (2006) points to the differences between education and schooling (within his own 
definitions). The latter is classified as a technique for teaching and creating knowledge, 
and he claims that in the last two decades the practice that dealt with teaching techniques 
has gained popularity over the natural trends of imparting education. Kemmis argues that 
there is a relationship between the desire to impart education and the need to train learners 
in the skills of original thinking, ideas which are driving this form of action research. 
Further, Kemmis (ibid: 469), argues that the meaning of education is the facilitation of 
learning, “...not only how to think, but also how to learn to think”.
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Winter and Badley (2007) also address issues of judgement and wish to establish action 
research as an ethical approach to research and one which approaches a noble cause. 
They also note, in this context, that action research has been accepted as a tool well 
suited to examine ideas and values around critical issues and the formulation of policy in 
education. Because of the issues identified in the education of Arab children in Israel, this 
makes the present research especially relevant to the role of the teacher and re-inforces 
the importance of this work to the Arab education system.

Mapping data sources

To summarise the above account of the research processes and procedures a mapping 
exercise was undertaken to illustrate and illuminate the key questions and themes about 
the relations of leadership/teaching to the development of critical thinking in Palestinian 
kindergarten children. The results are shown in Table 5 below. As was argued in Chapter 
2, leadership and criticality were ꞌproblematisedꞌ in that they were placed within a 
deliberately eclectic and fruitful set of ideas and concepts derived from key contributors 
to the field both of leadership studies and of ꞌcritical thinking’ and thus their significance 
for the research component was identified (Blaikie, ibid; and Bryman, 2008: 13-15).

The overall intention was to link leadership, action research and practice to the acquisition 
of enhanced thinking or critical skills in the kindergarten children. The methods used to do 
this were systematic, coherent, and involved 6 practical research tasks or methods which 
were constructed to give practical effect to the research paradigm or approach which was 
an action research case study, and which relied on a qualitative and interpretive schema. 
There is a clear conceptual framework for both the WBP and the empirical research 
that helped drive the project and yielded a rationale for the assembly of data sources. 
The following diagramme which is a synopsis of research methods and data sources, 
illuminates these issues and themes.
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Table 5 : Synopsis 3 (Research methods: mapping, approaches and data sources)

Research 
Paradigm/ 
Approach

Research
Method

Rationale for 
data source

Activity 
and action

Key themes 
and focus Location in thesis

Reflexive
Constructivist
Qualitative
Case study/ 
action
research

Research
diary

- longitudinal data
- critical concept 

framework
- problematize 

themes and 
issues

- concept 
development

- sampling data
- collection 

of data, 
coding and 
condensation 
of data

- analysis and 
interpretation

- teachers as 
leaders and 
researchers

- critical 
thinking skills 
are key

- 'action 
learning' 
required with 
action research

- personal engagement 
of the teacher

- professional 
management skills

- models of leadership and 
critical thinking adopted

Inductive content 
analysis

Parental
interviews

- parental views, 
experiences 
captured as data

- Elliot – action 
research is 
teaching

- inductive 
category 
development

- testing of 
a model in 
the home

- parental 
involvement

- learning skills

- parents changed 
behavior by children

- critical thinking skills and 
personal responsibility 
attitudes re-inforced

Critical realist 
concepts 
(Blaikie)

 Curriculum 
and lesson 
plans: 
analytical 
processes

- knowledge 
taxonomies 
(Bloom)

- process and 
levels of 
cognition 
(Piaget and 
Vygotsky)

- critical insight 
applied to 
observations

- rated 
assessment 
techniques

- comparative 
judgements

- cognitive
development

- collaborative
discussion
- text and pictures examined
- natural sciences explained

Interpretivist 
scheme

Children’s
portfolios

- subjective 
and objective 
evaluation of 
performance

- comparative 
accounts of 
drawing

- emotional 
evelopment

- perceptual 
evelopment

- quality of detail 
and thinking in 
drawings enhanced

- perception of awareness 
developed in children

External textual 
evidence

Documents 
Published 
sources on 
Palestinian 
society and 
culture

- externally 
verifiable 
evidence

- textual 

- collection of 
documents

- assessment 
of relevance

- analysis

- verification 
of research 
context(s)

- validity tests
- themes in 

context

- cognitive, emotional, 
personal and cultural 
contexts demonstrated 
as viable categories 
for action research

Critical 
reflexivity

Reflective
accounts

- professional 
judgements on 
achieving goals

- processes 
evaluated

- self-refection

- performances 
assessed and 
evaluated

- self-evaluation 
and critique

- social and 
community 
partnerships

- transformation 
and changes

- cultural and family 
contexts re-affirmed 
as significant

- codes of the 'self' as a 
professional upheld

This table shows the supporting theories and perspectives which drove the research process itself
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The synopsis provided above demonstrates how the arguments and evidence presented in 
the thesis address the core issues raised by the research approach and focus. This concerns 
the relationship between a leadership/teaching model and criticality in the Palestinian 
kindergarten. The key matter was the impact of a pedagogical model on children’s 
learning and command of critical thinking. The diagramme indicates the implications 
that the research had for teaching and learning in terms of activity and action; it maps, 
as it were, the research approaches used, and the rationale for the data generated within 
each method.

There is a necessary link posited between the teacher’s research/teaching methods and 
the observed and analysed outcomes of the work- based project. This is derived from 
the conceptual and theoretical framework and approaches used to inform the research 
paradigm. The different aspects of the paradigm suggested to the researcher the differing 
but complementary research methods and activities. The data sources given in the 
diagramme indicate the evidence and argument that was used to create steps of reasoning 
that lead back to observations and explanations that are credible and verifiable in their 
context of a Palestinian kindergarten, which itself has a complex and contested cultural 
and social context (Dwairy, 2011).

The research diary

The ‘researcher-driven’ diary (Bryman, 2008: 516) was a crucial research tool in this 
research. The literature shows that the use of the research diary, while prone to the same 
subjectivity issues as all qualitative studies, is an excellent analytical tool for classroom 
studies – even compared to the use of video or audio recording (Sabar, 2001 cited in Sabar 
et al, 2007 and Denham et al, 2013). When triangulated, or compared and validated with 
other types of data, it can provide great insight into classroom dynamics and learning 
outcomes.

The research diary in this study serves as a record of the research activities of the project 
and was used to record a wide range of high-quality data to support and drive the findings. 
In addition to the data from the researcherꞌs observations, the research diary also served 
as a place to record the researcherꞌs associative reflections occurring throughout the study. 
It is important to note that the research diary was kept in Arabic since Arabic is the 
researcherꞌs mother tongue and the language of the studyꞌs participants. Arabic is rich in 
metaphors, something that adds great depth to the analytic findings of this study though 
difficult to capture in translation.

According to Alger (2008), reflection is not always an easy exercise. It requires practitioners 
to expose their thoughts, feelings and experiential history to the reader. On the other hand, 
it provides the reader with the ability to understand how the study was conceived and why 
the specific research questions were asked. The addition of the researcher’s reflective 
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associations enriched the data and facilitated the in-depth analysis of the findings, giving 
others a way to understand her focus in the field and providing them with a new way to 
understand why certain processes and events are important (Lichbach et al, 2009).

The research diary also documented other more objective data in the study, such as 
assignments sent home with the children. Here, communication with parents was 
documented and the parentsꞌ feelings and observations regarding the childꞌs successes in 
the kindergarten and the need to celebrate them at home were recorded.

Primary data within the research diary was sourced through the compilation of a diary/ 
record over a period of 12 months. The method used to assemble evidence was a form of 
qualitative content analysis in which events, occurrences, facts, expressions and insights 
were recorded. The process was summarily as follows:

• expressions and events recorded
• search for underlying themes
• leading to identifying thematic issues and analysis
• revision of themes and categories as research progresses
• progress via repeated and reflexive activity which involved sampling data, coding 

and simplifying themes, condensation of data and analysing and interpreting material.

The research diary had a dual focus derived from the conceptual framework and therefore 
addressed the theme of critical thinking for children in relation to the role and conceptions 
of leadership which were explored and analysed in the work-based project and were the 
framing device for the empirical research.

This process is consistent with the intention to deliver an interpretivist account of my 
work which puts the emerging themes of the research into their context, which is that 
shaped by the research questions and strategy (see Chapter 1). This type of interpretation 
of results is also consistent with the type of epistemology which argues that analysis 
must bring out the meaning of the diary entries from the perspective of its author as well 
as making a claim on external and objective evidence and knowledge (Bryman, 2008: 
13-18 and 22-23). The diary represented both an external form of evidence base as a 
commentary on on-going professional work and on the research itself and its effects, and 
it represents an ꞌinternalꞌ dialogue, which supported self- reflection as an important part 
of the evaluative case study.

The research phase within this study lasted some 12 months, meaning more than a single 
academic year and it was structured in such a way that each day, a short description of 
activities in kindergarten was written. The diary itself overall was constructed over some 
20 months of work . This description included reference to games, stories and spontaneous
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activities done by children. In addition, the description included then current thoughts, 
emotions and actions of the researcher. Despite the advantages of using a research diary, 
there are several important limitations. A research dairy’s quality is heavily dependent on 
the individual skills of the researcher and can be more easily influenced by the researcher’s 
personal biases and idiosyncrasies than more ꞌobjective’ forms of recording evidence. 
Therefore, rigor is more difficult to maintain, assess, and demonstrate. In addition, the 
volume of data makes analysis and interpretation time consuming. It is sometimes not as 
well understood and accepted as some quantitative research methods within the scientific 
community. Using a research diary may be unavoidable in certain kinds of qualitative 
research, and knowledge of its existence and use can affect the subjects’ responses. A 
diary may also shade into autobiography and the writing of field notes.

The following schedule represents an English translation from the Arabic of the contents 
list and range of concerns dealt with by my research diary for this project.

Research Diary – Indicative Table of Contents
(translated and interpreted from the Arabic)

*Professional formulation of work-based objectives:

identification of research parameters as part of the doctoral modules

literature searches and reviews: key themes on leadership and critical thinking skills

formulation of pastoral responsibility focus.

*On-going observations regarding:

curricular interventions / lesson plans / learning support 

-children’s development in critical thinking skills

- pedagogical practice – self and colleagues

reviews of on-going performance

lesson plans devised and reviewed for critical thinking categories of teachers’ work.

*Research phase(s):
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- trials and testing of research proposal(s)

- respondents and participants records of across the research phase

-interviews and transcribing procedures: data analysis and interpretation

-reflective research practice/self-reflection

-action learning approaches and implementations.

*Parental involvement:

- training for children’s parents as teachers across the project

-liaison and dialogue with parents and community: managing teacher-parent relationships.

*Specific project elements:

-children’s portfolios and analysis of drawing: motor skills development

- emotional contexts of learning.

*Meetings and engagement:

-observations

- meetings (regular and irregular) with staff, parents and community

- reading and subject development

- planning and administration 

- use of documents.

*Analysis, data and results:

-on-going assessment(s) of progress

- assessment of verifiable evidence. 

Interviews

The interview is defined in literature as a conversation with a goal. Goals of interviews 
vary, but the primary goal of all interviews is to gather information about the interviewee 
and the processes being studied (Cohen, et al, 2011). The interviewer patiently gathers 
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information about the nature of the interaction between the interviewee and the processes 
being studied and their development, or about the processes the interviewee is aware of 
but perhaps chose not to engage with. This information is evaluated several times. At first, 
it is evaluated by comparing it to the data gathered with the help of other research tools. 
Subsequently the information will be compared to the information gathered from other 
informants. Denscombe (2008) claims that the analysis of interview data based on the 
studyꞌs pre-determined research questions contributes to the emergence of new research 
questions and influences the selection of informants, as it did in this study with its specific 
focus on research in education (Newby, 2010).

The interview questions were prepared by considering the need to collect specific types 
of information from participants in order to answer the research questions (Sabar Ben-
Yehoshua, 1997 cited in Sabar et al, 2007); Shkedi, 2003 cited in Shkedi, 2004 and Newby, 
2010 cited in Shkedi, 2004). First a topic was chosen, then the questions and the methods 
for analysing the answers were developed, and a table was developed in order to separate 
and code this information. With regard to the questions, one must pay close attention to 
their composition, and how to choose words relating to the subject so that the questions 
are clear (Shkedi, 2003 and 2004).

The researcher conducted 6 in-depth extended interviews with parents to understand 
the processes that shape a pre-school critical thinker. Respondent parents were asked 
to express their thoughts about the child, his behavior, his practice of solving social 
problems, the type of questions he asks, what thinking and social skills he acquired during 
the period of his stay in the kindergarten, the influence of the child on the family, whether 
the child has elicited changes in the behavior and attitude of his parents towards him, and 
the child’s independent study habits. In this interview parents were also asked to express 
their personal opinions about what had taken place in the kindergarten following the 
introduction of the critical thinking training activities and to describe their impression of 
how learning critical learning skills in the kindergarten was affecting the children at home 
and in the community.

Here, most questions were posed open-endedly, and the answers were recorded in full. The 
six face-to- face personal interviews were conducted with parents of children who were 
selected by the researcher, based on their high level of engagement with the programme 
and their availability.

Ashley, et al, (2007) cited in Cohen et al, (2011), discuss the importance of classifying 
interviews as formal and informal. In the formal type, the question is asked and the 
interviewee gives an answer, without relating to the interviewer and her thoughts. This 
type of interview is standardised and therefore easy to replicate. In this type of interview, 
it is easy to obtain information, but it is not possible for the interviewer to ask questions
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that might develop during the interview or follow- up questions designed to clarify the 
information provided by the interviewee. An informal interview, according to Kendra 
(2010), (cited in Newby, 2010) is based on a focused topic and the interviewer must 
express herself well in order to elicit information pertinent to the study. The informal 
interview proceeds as an unstructured conversation whose focus the interviewer needs to 
keep on the chosen topic.

The formal interview style chosen allows the researcher to focus on the predetermined 
questions of the research but not in so strictly formal a way that she cannot ask follow- up 
questions or expand on emerging research questions when necessary.

According to Sabar Ben-Yehoshua (2009), an interview has three main shapes. First, 
the open ethnographic interview is one that allows the researcher to obtain a deeper 
understanding of attitudes and opinions, and allows her to divert toward unprepared 
directions when one emerges. In this way, she can extract unexpected information. 
Conducting an open interview is like an informal friendly conversation; as opposed to 
a conversation, it has a purpose and a comfortable structure. The interviewer defines 
the situation and the topic of the conversation and during the interview follows the 
interviewee’s responses and expands the topics of conversation. In such an interview, 
trust is created between the researcher and the interviewee.

Second, the standard structured interview is one in which the questions and their order are 
determined in advance and nothing can be added to them. This type of interview is not 
suitable for the type of qualitative research conducted in this study, as its major themes 
and analysis emerged over the extended course of action research and classroom practice, 
as opposed to an experimental study with set parameters.

Third, the guided and focused interview is the type of interview in which the interviewer 
prepares questions which are only meaningful as part of a framework. During the interview, 
additional questions for clarification and expansion purposes can be asked in order to 
better understand the respondent’s answers. The advantages of this type of interview are 
the better utilization of time and the ability to reference the main points. This method of 
interview may be better than an open interview as it is easier to compare the different 
respondentsꞌ remarks if that is viewed as a desirable aim of the research.

In this study, the researcher conducted six in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 
participating parents. Parent respondents were able to speak about their children, about 
the ways of thinking the children developed, their emerging character, their behaviours 
towards siblings and other children in the more distant family and about the quality of their 
relationships. The researcher prepared questions in advance, but during the interview, the
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conversation broadened to other topics and at times needed clarifications. The underlying 
reason for using this research tool was the desire to reach an in-depth understanding of 
the processes investigated through each interviewee. Interviews with the parents were 
conducted in the parent’s home after the conclusion of the school year.

Because of the relationship that the researcher developed with the parents during the school 
year, it was possible to conduct the interviews in a pleasant and friendly atmosphere, 
and create a sense of trust, openness and frankness that some commentators have noted 
as important for successful research (Ashly, et al, 2007 cited in Cohen et al, 2011; and 
Kendra, 2010 cited in Newby, 2010).

During the interview procedure, the researcher was aware that there was a chance that the 
interviewee’s responses could be affected by the status of the interviewer, and that if it 
happened the validity of the answers might be affected. In order to minimize this effect, 
the researcher conducted the interviews in the respondent’s home and started the interview 
by introducing questions as in a normal conversation. The success of this strategy became 
obvious when during the interview with one of the mothers, she began talking about 
an issue important to her, and said “This child is my most precious in the house and he 
encourages me to bring another child to life” (Research Diary).

The interviews were organized under main themes identified by the project and within 
the specified research strategy. These followed roughly the key themes identified in 
Table Synopsis 2: 53-54) and covered cognitive factors, emotional elements in learning, 
personal development and cultural factors. The purpose of this use of key themes was 
to locate and describe explanations as broadly as possible in order for the opinions and 
attitudes of parents in regard to critical thinking to be expressed and interrogated (Shkedi, 
2004).

The curriculum and lesson plans

The standard organization of activity in kindergarten is not always conducive to research 
and development. In addition, I have already referred to the specific and distinctive context 
of Palestinian education and culture within the Israeli state system. For these reasons, the 
research was complicated by a lack of precedent set forth by the implementation of previous 
lesson plans and by the traditional organisation, structure and culture of the kindergarten. 
The researcher attempted to overcome this barrier by inviting children to participate in a 
private discussion and in fact by reviewing the established curriculum. This meant giving 
the children the opportunity to bring up topics of their choice and re-positioning the place 
of the child as a learner within the pedagogical strategies of the kindergarten. In order to 
teach children appropriately the new methods for critical thinking, new leadership skills 
were needed. The curricular decisions taken within the kindergarten were aligned with 
an action orientation as was the research. The objectives, as explored in Chapters 1 and 
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2, were to identify the processes of learning for critical thinking, to apply these to daily 
practice in the classroom and then to note and understand the outcomes and changes in 
both the practice of professionals and the abilities and capacities of children.

Curriculum issues and themes

The curriculum is of course all the learning and teaching which is planned and guided by 
the kindergarten, whether carried out out individually or in groups and whether inside or 
outside the school itself. The curriculum includes the informal learning that is so important 
for the younger child and the emotional setting in which it takes place. Two key themes 
emerged within the curriculum/pedagogical strand of the project.

1. How does curriculum leadership link to kindergarten pedagogy?
2. How was the research/development of curriculum themes linked to the research and 

outcomes in this work?

This thesis records a practice-based project which took place over a period of several 
years and is at the time of writing (2017) continuing into the future within its community 
and village setting. The curriculum at the kindergarten was conceived of as a living part 
of the children’s experience, and that of their parents and families. This particular focus of 
learning puts subjective experience at the centre of learning and it puts the wider context 
of the village, its community, its identity and its collective values in direct association with 
the development and application of the curriculum. All of these factors were in the mind 
of the kindergarten leader when searching for a relevant curriculum in terms of lessons, 
teaching material and teaching /learning methods. At the heart of this was a concern to 
bring about personal/biographical change in children’s perceptions and experiences, both 
of themselves and of others so that critical thinking could be identified and encouraged.

The nature of the work-based project as an on-going set of experiences for children (and 
their adult supporters) over several years meant that the researcher/ leader had to design 
a curriculum (within of course designated guidelines from the Israeli state authorities) 
which met ever changing and evolving learning needs. The objective was, however, to 
ensure that critical thinking was embedded in this on-going process. The content of the 
curriculum as a product had to be matched to the idea of the curriculum as a process. A 
set of steps were undertaken to construct lessons so that a curriculum could be designed 
for the kindergarten in Deir Hanna:

• needs were diagnosed according to our knowledge of the children
• objectives for the lessons were set out
• content was arranged and discussed with colleagues
• actual tasks and activities were constructed
• learning experiences were selected and assessed
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• processes for learning were identified
• classroom and learning arrangements and organisation were selected
• ways and means for evaluating what was to happen were chosen
• outcomes for critical thinking were identified.

Critical thinking as a key element of curriculum choice demanded that we look at the 
curriculum not just as a pre-defined set of resources. The intention to put the child at the 
centre of the project meant that the curriculum was not just facts to be learned by rote 
or any other method, but that learning was about the interaction of the child with his/her 
teachers, parents and environment. The curriculum was to be what actually happens in 
the classroom and learning environment and what the teachers and helpers do to prepare 
and to evaluate this experience. This was the curriculum model that accompanied and 
underpinned the application of the leadership approach to the practical aspects of teaching 
in this project.

Within this conceptual approach there are elements that are in interaction and influence 
each other. The teacher was expected to think critically herself by understanding her role 
and the expectations others had of her. This was the point of the training scheme with 
parents which set out the essential principles and characteristics of the encounter with 
childrenꞌs critical thinking. The content of course was designed to cover the key learning 
objectives which are summarised in Table 2 Synopsis 2: 53. A key feature of this approach 
to curriculum is that it is concerned with both theory and practice. Following Stenhouse 
(1975) in this matter we can suggest that the curriculum is like a recipe for a meal. It is 
first imagined as something that is possible, then it is an experiment (it is made and put in 
the oven) and then someone must test it, eat it and make a judgement on how good it was. 
So, a curriculum is rooted in practice in this view and we can also say it needs an action 
learning approach to be implemented-both of which were features of this project.

It is also necessary to state that the curriculum has a wider context and is a communal and 
social enterprise. The researcher/leader has outlined in some detail the process of liaising 
and communicating with the ꞌcommunityꞌ. This means the social relationships of the 
school and of the community itself were important within this project. Sometimes these 
factors are known as the ꞌhidden curriculumꞌ and they may be viewed as being negative 
in that they shape in hidden ways the thinking and behaviour of children. Whether they 
are positive or negative is perhaps an empirical matter which needs research; certainly the 
social and communal values and expectations of the Arab village can be powerful in the 
life of a growing child as Dwairyꞌs (2011) work has shown.

The project attempted to engage with such issues though not as the central theme of the 
thesis. What was central was the idea that curriculum practice in the kindergarten did not 
focus just on individuals alone or on the group alone. It tried to focus on the way in which 
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individuals and groups create their own understandings. This was a key aspect of the 
approach to critical thinking and it showed, it is hoped, a commitment to exploring views 
and values capable of changing young children’s lives and improving their well-being. It 
showed also the need and value of exploring practice with one’s peers so that values are 
reflected in ideas and actions. This was thought to be an important part of professional 
and reflexive learning on the part of the teachers and their adult supporters.

The portfolio

In the project described in this thesis the child’s portfolio includes documentation of 
learning outcomes such as drawings, tracings, coloring or other individual or team work 
products that were chosen by the child. It is important to note that the child was and is 
involved in selecting his or her best products for the portfolio. In this way, he or she makes 
a statement on the quality of the product and his or her responsibility for this quality. 
Children are free to review their portfolios, substitute new work that they consider better 
or add new work when so inclined at any time.

The concept of the portfolio as a research relevant tool was inspired by the work of 
Kroeger and Cardy (2006) and Seitz and Bartholomew, (2008). These researchers propose 
that portfolios should be multi-sourced, authentic, dynamic, explicit, integrated, based on 
ownership and multi-purposed. The portfolios used in this study helped the researcher 
to document the development of the kindergarten children once exposed to the critical 
thinking skills and personal responsibility interventions. These children were analyzed 
according to their individual development and their development as an age cohort.

According to Kroeger and Cardy and Seitz and Bartholomew, a multi-sourced portfolio 
provides the opportunity to evaluate the development of a variety of learning processes. 
The data sources are shown as learning outcomes that include texts, photos, drawings, 
tracings and decoupage art. Similarly, a portfolio that is authentic includes learning 
outcomes that are self-selected and reflect a variety of skills learned during the course 
of the program. A dynamic portfolio enables the researcher to capture the child’s growth 
and change. Such a portfolio allows learning outcomes to be added at any point in time 
during the duration of the programme. An explicit portfolio invites participants to create 
their own criteria for evaluating learning outcomes so that they can take responsibility for 
developing the quality of their learning. An integrated portfolio shows evidence of the 
transfer of skills from school to the home and community. The child needs to understand 
that the critical thinking skills that are learned in kindergarten can be applied in real life 
situations outside the kindergarten. Thus, it can be seen that a portfolio is quite a complex 
and challenging activity for a young child.

The portfolio assessment process requires that the child assumes responsibility for the 
quality and management of the portfolio. The kindergarten children in this study were 
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told that they could do what they wanted with their portfolio. If they felt that a certain 
product was not as ꞌgoodꞌ as they wanted it to be, they were free to produce one of better 
quality and substitute it for the piece they felt was not good enough. The transfer of 
responsibility is accompanied by reflection and self-evaluation, both exemplifying meta-
cognitive thinking skills.

The portfolio assessment process is multi-purposed in the sense that it evaluates the 
effectiveness of the programme at the same time as it evaluates the growth and development 
processes the child experiences. The portfolio can be used as an effective communication tool 
between teachers and parents as the child moves from one grade to the next, or from one class 
to another. The childrenꞌs portfolios were frequently discussed with the parents.

One type of learning activity for children aged 3 to 5 years that can be included in the 
portfolio is the drawing of the self, the drawing of the family, the drawing of a tree and the 
drawing of the home. These drawings were interpreted using the following assessment 
criteria: completeness of the drawing, position on the page, the distance between the 
figures in the family drawing, the complexity of the drawing (animals/ pets, birds, flowers, 
clouds, and colours) and the narrative the child shared with me once the drawing was 
ready.

The assessment of the drawing was based on the work of Regev and Ronen (2012), who 
find in their work that participants are able to express feelings and attitudes with the help of 
their drawings and tell stories about their drawings that reflect their own life experiences. 
An assessment table was created to help evaluate the drawings the children placed in 
their portfolios. The assessments were carried out by the researcher and her colleague 
who had earned an MA degree in therapeutic arts and is the head of the department at 
Haifa University. This adds an element of objectivity and expertise to the analysis of 
childrenꞌs drawings as an assessment tool. The qualitative analysis and assessment of 
the portfolio data posed challenges that needed to be overcome. The researcher found it 
helpful that goals and assessment criteria were defined before beginning to look for and 
examine evidence (Kroeger and Cardy, 2006). The portfolio makes it relatively easy for 
the researcher to demonstrate that an individual student or an age cohort had moved from 
a baseline level of performance through the achievement of particular goals and beyond.

When contemplating the use of portfolios for assessing studentsꞌ development during 
and following the acquisition of critical thinking skills, the researcher became aware that 
subjective judgments were often the unwarranted target of criticism by opponents of this 
type of assessment (Seitz and Bortholomew, 2008). On the other hand, in educational 
settings, teachers using portfolio assessment techniques often choose to compare notes 
with colleagues who independently rate the same portfolio (Seitz and Bortholomew, ibid). 
This same method was adopted in this study, providing the researcher with an effective 
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method for checking for the reliability of her assessments. In this way, every portfolio 
was initially rated by the researcher and then her colleague. Following the independent 
rating, the results were discussed until agreement between raters, or inter-rater reliability, 
reached 100%.

Reflection on kindergarten challenges and limitations

Teaching, researching and leading in the classroom and school community involves some 
significant intuitive thinking and action. However, it can also be seen as scripted to some 
significant extent. Educators have plans that they first visualize and then attempt to predict 
on paper what may happen in the teaching environment. Planning in any manner requires 
a person to see within the mind’s eye. Once detailed on paper, the teaching act usually 
follows and that is when unpredictability and reflection surfaces.

This process of reflection is crucial for the process of becoming familiar with one’s 
emotions while actually teaching, which calls for more neutral and professionally organised 
behavior. In addition, while teaching I would reflect on my actions and scrutinize what 
had just happened with a desire to improve my performance and the intended outcomes. 
The recursive process did improve my comprehension and understanding of self, the 
events and the context in which I was immersed. I was focused on the present with an 
eye to the future and this perspective motivated and encouraged me to change each day. 
No matter how much I changed and improved, I could connect where I was at present 
with where I was at some point in the past. I had evidence all around me in the classroom 
and as I accumulated more data (notes, illustrations, photos, daybook/research diary, and 
plans), the more change and improvement seemed to follow.

The need to reflect on ꞌself’ as a means of self-development is widely endorsed in schools 
of education globally. Often there is a requirement to reflect on practice, which can be 
traced back to the work of John Dewey (the idea of felt need) and Donald Schön (reflective 
practice), both of whom put forward the notion that reflection is a critical underpinning 
of growth and learning.

One of the most challenging goals I set myself as a teacher is to set goals for the children 
that would give expression to their creativity, critical thinking and originality in their 
education. I had to allow them to develop as persons within the learning process in the 
kindergarten and to set challenges for them. Sometimes I had to let the children do their 
own learning that they are capable of, without supervision, and I had to re- examine my 
leadership character and integrity. Some evidence of these issues can be seen in some 
comments made by parents when summarizing the last course on 26.05.2012, when one 
of the fathers said: “I would not have believed that my son would happily have come to 
kindergarten two or three days into the new year and return happily, all the while asking to 
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stay in the kindergarten, even on vacation days and not want to stay home. He constantly 
asks questions and wants to know everything. He actually strengthened his personality 
and became a child with self-confidence, seeking information, and appreciating things. 
For example, the day before he goes to kindergarten, he opens his closet and chooses the 
most beautiful suit. One day he chose a suit he was going to wear the next day and in the 
morning chose another suit, saying that his kindergarten teacher preferred this color to the 
other one. In addition, when he is asked to prepare information about a particular topic 
that you want to begin to teach him, he immediately approaches his mother or me and 
wants to connect to the internet in order to search for information. If I tell him that, I am 
tired now and do not have time or desire to sit in front of a computer he goes off to bring 
me an encyclopedia and asks me to read to him the way his kindergarten teacher reads. 
In short, he is really imitating you, whether it is with the way of dress, or with asking 
questions, or in the manner of requesting, or in the way of seeking fulfillment of a specific 
goal or with your consistency and your character. This style, I am one hundred percent 
sure he acquired from you and not from us, his parents”.

It was evident to me that even after only a few days of introducing the project, improvements 
were already evident in the kindergarten. I became more open, honest and more interested. 
I began to consider the ideas and interests of others, and began to spread among others 
the sense of my enthusiasm and outline my vision of the growth of the child as critical 
thinker and improving the personal responsibility skills within the kindergarten, which I 
manage. I began to convey interest to the people who worked with me. I therefore took 
this obligation seriously and have had, I believe, an impact upon my assistant and co-
workers. My assistant chose to encourage personal development in the kindergarten and 
beyond and she was able to finally discover that “When the children feel wonderful about 
themselves they produce wonderful results on their own”.

Moreover, during the process of this study, I placed the child in the centre of our activities 
and thoughts and enriched the relationship with the children and parents, which improved 
the interest of effective learning in preschool children. That is what caused me to see 
myself as a catalyst for new ideas. I began reading more about the subject of development 
of educational leadership and critical thinking among preschool children, and from this 
point of view, I could say that being daring is the key factor to its success. Therefore, I 
am constantly trying new things and it has become a habit. Not only that, but I learned 
that in order to win and build respect for children and their parents, we need to develop 
a relationship of trust. For if, the child does not trust his kindergarten teacher there is no 
chance that he will go the extra step to give her the best of her/ himself. Without trust, 
there is no obligation, and without obligation, there is not a kindergarten. I therefore 
concluded that what strengthens the special bond between the teacher and the children in 
the kindergarten includes four things:
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- keeping promises
- attentive and active listening
- constant supportive relationships
- sincerity.

According to my judgment, these characteristics and behaviours are the cornerstones of 
effective relationships between the kindergarten teacher and her pupils. I must emphasize 
a very important point here, that in order to succeed as an educational leader in the 
kindergarten you must keep your promises and be a person who can be relied upon. 
Children learn more through imitation and I am for them a model for basic imitation. You 
must earn and win the trust of the kindergarten children and your word must be your bond. 
Do what you say and promise to do. That is what will train preschool children to commit 
themselves for their stay in the kindergarten so that they take responsibility for their 
actions and their activities. They will learn to listen to others because listening to others 
conveys respect, for it shows that you appreciate your friends in the kindergarten and 
trust them. What I am saying is that kindergarten children must show sympathy towards 
their friends and must identify with their point of view. Each child invests of himself in 
the other child who speaks to him, by understanding him and letting him feel understood. 
A child who feels understood will listen to you when it is your turn to speak. I therefore 
found, in my diary, that on January 28, the mother of Fatima entered the kindergarten 
while I was conducting a summary meeting, and she made the following comment ꞌI did 
not believe that children of this age listen to each other and understand what a queue is. I 
was shocked when you were speaking, that each one of the 28 children actually listened 
to you, and when one of the children wanted to express his opinion, another boy said: 
“My dear, it is my turn, give me my time to talk and then express your position, and I 
will be attentive and available to your every word that you say”ꞌ. These examples show 
the value of reflectively-led research activity and they comprised a significant part of the 
research dairy’s entries in addition to the curriculum records and evaluations which were 
an on-going part of the pedagogical practice of the kindergarten. Reflection and reflective 
practice were then an essential part of the research project as both a conceptual issue and 
a matter of research practice in and around the classroom.

During the research study, whilst implementing the curriculum changes and procedures to 
develop a critical thinking curriculum, I was able to assess and evaluate several aspects of 
change and development that were taking place. First, I understood that children who are 
improving personal responsibility skills would always do their work out of a sense of joy 
of creation, internal passion and enthusiasm. I noticed that they had invested their all in 
promoting the tasks they are responsible for. They will do so regardless of the incentives and 
size of the challenge. (I realized this through the appearance of one of the children of the 
kindergarten who stood in front of all the parents and read the story of ‘Ward and a Spring 
of Water’ in its entirety. The story consists of 24 pages, and every page contains from 7-10 
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sentences and each sentence is composed of 5-9 words).

I also realized that before ꞌignitingꞌ the sparks of personal responsibility and critical 
thinking skills for children and staff in the kindergarten, I must first ignite them for 
myself. I must then plant into the children and the staff the confidence in their capabilities 
and imbue them with sparks of the model that will develop personal responsibility and 
critical thinking skills.

When I began the process of change, I worked through several stages. First, I created 
a new type of communication with them whose basis was friendship and trust (In my 
diary I noted that on 27/01/2012 I initiated several kinds of activities that reinforce the 
subject of friendship and trust). I did this by giving more freedom of action and granting 
new powers (for example, as noted in my diary on 02/05/2012, the kindergarten teacher 
gave authority to a child with special needs, so that he could lead them in the topic of 
the cockroach (beetle), in terms providing information to the children since he was very 
interested in this type of insect). Then I attempted to imbue them with a growing sense 
of personal responsibility and the use of critical thinking skills. At first, I told them to 
believe in themselves, their abilities to lead, promote, influence, improve and succeed and 
to believe that their teacher is always there for them. In my opinion, this type of beginning 
contains the deepest fields of energy, and I see in such approaches great influence on our 
achievements and a great contribution to shaping our personalities. In my opinion, faith 
in ourselves and in our abilities is the basis that stabilizes and anchors the foundation of 
our leadership and constitutes the unique signature of each of us on our environment. It 
is largely responsible for the quality and intensity of support for improving the personal 
responsibility and critical thinking skills in the kindergarten, and I believe beyond.

Secondly, I learned how to better set goals and how to plan. I asked children to always 
focus on what they want to achieve and suggested that they must possess the courage to 
express their views, and to always be responsible for their actions. I taught them that to 
learn is to know, and therefore I invested every moment of my time to acquire and impart 
knowledge and to loudly and clearly proclaim the words spoken by the mother of Yanel 
at the conclusion of the course on 26/05/2012: “My son went to kindergarten and had 
no idea or knowledge of the issues taught in kindergarten. Truthfully, before entering 
kindergarten I did not invest anything into him because I was investing more in my oldest 
son because he was in first grade and it required of me greater investment. I therefore 
honestly say, all he knows today came after I met the teacher and she asked me to invest 
in my children and sit with him so we can both develop and promote him, and relate to 
him in all aspects in order for him to reach the level he is in today”.
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3.4 Reliability and validity

According to Waters-Adams (2000) and Koshy (2005) action research raises several 
questions for the researcher concerning issues and themes related to the reliability and 
validity of the study. It is important to the researcher that other practitioner-researchers 
should find her findings valid and reliable and feel they are able to adopt her conclusions 
and recommendations where appropriate in their own practice. It is also important for 
the researcher that others wanting to replicate this research should reach commensurate 
conclusions. It is in this regard that the researcher spent a good deal of effort in describing 
her methodology, the research field and the tools applied.

It has been demonstrated in this chapter of the thesis that this research uses a form of 
qualitative research methodology. The methods adopted to carry through the empirical 
work have strengths and weaknesses that guided the researcher in the selection and design 
of research tools and procedures (Cassin, et al, 2010). This section of the chapter concerns 
itself with the strengths and weaknesses of the methodology that reflect on the perceived 
reliability and validity of the research and will be discussed in detail below.

Reliability

According to Sabar Ben-Yehoshua (2009), the extent to which further research can be 
conductedusingthesamemethodologyanddatacollectionmethods,withsimilarparticipants 
and under equivalent conditions, in order to obtain comparable or commensurate results 
represents the studyꞌs reliability. Two types of reliability are recognized by researchers: 
internal and external reliability (Sagor, 2000 cited in Sabar Ben-Yehoshua, 2009).

Research is considered to have external reliability when another researcher can replicate 
it. Critics of qualitative research claim that it is impossible to achieve such reliability 
when conducting qualitative research due to the unique characteristics of the researcherꞌs 
subjectivity during his approach to the research field. The characteristics that affect the 
focus of the researcher while in the research field and his interpretation of the data collected 
are thought to be unique and not replicable. In order to address these issues the researcher 
took several steps designed to increase the external reliability of her study. With the help 
of colleagues who were not part of the study, she obtained outside, objective help to 
interpret the data. Special attention was to be given to the authenticity of the analytical 
categories, their inclusiveness and comprehensiveness. This involved critical appraisal 
of ideas of leadership in the kindergarten, of notions of critical thinking and of how to 
conceptualise the Palestinian Arab culture and its life in the village and in the school. The 
researcher’s colleagues thoroughly checked each of the emerging themes and categories to 
ensure that they reflected the purpose of the research, that they were built on unambiguous 
definitions,that they were independent and that they stemmed from uniform classification 
principles. Similarly, during the analysis of childrenꞌs portfolios, the researcher was to use 
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the help of a certified art therapist and other kindergarten teachers.

Internal reliability

In order to strengthen the internal validity of the research findings the researcher took 
detailed notes, she kept a research diary and detailed lesson plans and added reflection 
during and after the actions that were taken in the research field.

Two basic conditions for collecting reliable information were anticipated to stand out. 
The friendly relations between the researcher and the interviewee(s), and the length of the 
researcher’s immersion in the research field were both anticipated to enhance her ability 
to accurately interpret the meaning of the findings she collected (Zabar BenYehoshua, 
2009 and Cassin, 2010).

The researcher argued that the measures undertaken in order to enhance the reliability of 
her findings would contribute to their credibility and reliability and that the procedures 
employed by her would produce stable and consistent results, proving that the credibility 
of social scientific research depends on the credibility of its findings and the manner in 
which they were constructed (Sabar Ben-Yehoshua, 2009).

Validity-internal and external

Validity, according to Sabar Ben-Yehoshua (ibid), is the appropriate scientific description 
and explanation of social situations, phenomena and processes, and when an educational 
institution is studied, validity must characterise its curriculum.

Internal validity refers to the extent to which the explanation of the observed action 
has been proven true in the context of the participantsꞌ experiences and perceptions, 
and to what extent the participants chosen as informers or respondents are suitable to 
represent the phenomena and processes being investigated. The internal validity of the 
research structure, according to Koshy (2005) and Shkedi (2003), refers to the degree of 
compatibility between the informants selected and the concepts and findings that emerge 
from the data collected. To help ensure internal validity, for example, participants would 
be asked to read the interview protocol and underline words or sentences that they felt 
were not theirs and to add, where they felt was necessary, words or sentences that were 
left out. A concern with internal validity must show how the findings of the research are 
commensurate with respondentsꞌ own sense of what is happening.

The question of external validity refers to the measure of confidence with which the 
abstract structures and conclusions emerging from the analysis of the data of research 
can be generalised to other settings and cultures. Answers to research questions were 
grounded in the study’s findings. In order to estimate their external validity, and therefore 
the appropriateness of their generalization the method of triangulation was used. The 
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study’s findings were triangulated with the findings of other studies, studies conducted 
with different methodologies, in different cultures and with different participants. The 
triangulation method exposes research assumptions of possible conflicting facts by using 
data from multiple and diverse researchers (Dawson, 1997: cited in Shkedi, 2002).

Establishing trust

The matter of securing validity for qualitative research is contested and much debated and 
perhaps one successful method of establishing trust in such work is through an adaptation 
of Lincoln and Gubaꞌs alternative criteria for validity and reliability, based on the notion of 
trustworthiness. This argues that credibility is given from the way analytical decisions are 
presented and contextualised within the larger picture. This can be especially important 
for practitioner research. The guidelines offered by Lincoln and Guba (1985), suggest 4 
primary criteria for establishing trustworthiness and these are mapped in the diagramme 
below against activity recorded in the thesis. This presentation thus supports the ways in 
which credibility was achieved for the research activity and outcomes.
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Table 6 : Lincoln and Guba (Criteria and evidence for research credibility)

Lincoln and
Guba criteria

Type of evidence

Credibility

- sustained involvement in research activity (see synopsis of findings 
and outcomes for pedagogy in the kindergarten, pg. 51)

- peer de-briefing and member checks (see method c-reciprocal
teaching and peer assessment (mutual learning), pg. 115)
- monitoring self-perception (see synopsis 2: sources and models for critical thinking, pg. 53)
- multiple data sources (see chapter 3.2: research strategy, tools and data sources, pg. 59)
- checking transcripts of pupils and parents (see chapter 3.2: 

research strategy, tools and data sources, pg. 60)

Transferability

- detailed and ꞌthickꞌ descriptions of respondents; experience 
and insights (see chapter 3.2; 3.3; 3.4)

- combinations of observations, documentation, interviews and personal/professional 
diary entries (triangulation and ethnographic validity) (see chapter 3.2; 3.3; 3.4 and 
synopsis findings and outcomes for pedagogy in the kindergarten, pg. 128)

Dependability

- discussion of methodology and appropriateness (chapter, 3)
- participants sharing details of feelings and emotions in the different 

phases of the research (see chapter 3, pg. 62, 65, 66)
- interview results correlated with teacher perceptions (see chapter 2.10; 4.4; 4.5)

Confirmability
- findings shaped by differing perceptions perspectives, parents, children, colleagues. 

parents: (chapter 4), chapter 5 colleagues: (see synopsis sources and tools for 
gathering data and information, table: 4; the case study, pg. 69; reliability, pg. 88)

- checking transcripts and data sources (see chapter: 2.10. pg. 43)

This project was framed within an action research approach and took place over several 
years. Thus over an extended period of time the findings were fed back to the participants 
to inform decisions about the next stage. This validated feedback was an important feature 
of the research and development phases and it is argued that the above diagramme yields 
an indication of the application of criteria and action for credibility and validity for both 
process and outcomes of the research itself and the researched-based practice of which it 
was a part.

3.5 Research ethics

Research ethics, according to Lizbeth (2013), helps to define and characterise the role 
and the profession of researchers. When one goes into the field with the people with 
whom one has practical contact during the research, it is possible and likely that one will 
encounter a range of ethical problems. In research, one must not cause any physical or 
mental harm to the subjects, and there are ethical codes governing this practice.

Since in this study the researcher set out to study people, it was important to be sensitive 
to their needs. While academic and philosophical ideas are important to the researcher, it 
is important to pay attention to the practice as well. The ethics of qualitative research deal
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with the search for principles, with the commitments one makes to participants and with 
the measures to safeguard them and the information they give to the researcher (Sabar 
Ben-Yehoshua, 2009).

Denzin and Lincoln (2005), emphasize that the ethics of qualitative research becomes 
essential to the goal of the research and is an internal component that cannot be separated 
from the scientific component – the methodology of the research. Qualitative research is 
based on the ability of the researcher to maintain a relationship with participants based 
on trust, mutuality and openness. A qualitative researcher deals with ethical issues that 
are not easily solved. In such a case as this, the researcher must be careful to maintain a 
system of trust between herself and the research participants. Ethics plays an important 
role in shaping the research findings, and are used as a starting point in this research. 
Within the framework of the research, a number of actions were taken regarding ethical 
rules and a summary of key aspects under headings follows.

Deliberate and informed consent

In this research, some of the participants were adults and some were 3 to 5 year old 
children. Permission for their participation had to be obtained from the University, from 
the Head Scientist of the Ministry of Education, from the parents and from the Local 
Municipality. The researcher adopted the ethical principles of BERA (British Educational 
Research Association) recommended by the University of Derby and those that were 
published by the Israel Ministry of Educationꞌs office of the Head Scientist. The principles 
require the researcher to adopt methods that minimize harm, respect autonomy, protect 
privacy, offer reciprocity and treat people equitably.

The consent of the participants to participate in the research is based on receiving full 
information about its purpose and course of the research. All participants were to be 
required to express consent and sign a consent form to participate in the study. During the 
study, the researcher conducted a number of meetings with the adult participants (parents), 
informing them of the results of the study, asking them their opinion and confirming the 
conclusions - especially about the growth and development of their children.

Mutuality and partnership

Non-procedural contact between the researcher and the participants reduces the distance 
between them and broadens the ethical basis of the research by creating a climate of 
mutuality and partnership between researcher and participants (Sabar BenYehoshua, 
2001 cited in Sabar, 2007).

On the other hand, it also contrasts with the need for objectivity. The researcher was careful 
to weigh both of these needs in the development of the methodology in order to maximize 
the positive effects of these interactions while minimizing their impact on objectivity.
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Therefore, the study was to be conducted in full partnership with the interviewees and my 
familiarity with the participants contributed to the creation of closeness, while at the same 
time enabling the maintenance of certain limits to ensure the credibility of the research.

In this way, the adult participants perceived themselves as partners in the research and 
as informants. Accordingly, the researcher plans to share with them the full results of the 
research and receive their approval when interpreting the data that they provide.

Confidentiality, privacy and anonymity

Confidentiality maintains an important place in the ethics of this research. One must 
meticulously guard the anonymity of the participants. In other words, the researcher 
is obligated to protect the privacy of the participants. This provision is to be assured 
through the completion of a consent form. Over the course of the study, the researcher 
was under an obligation to make sure not to reveal the identities of any of the interviewees 
to one another. Most participants were to be randomly assigned letters or numbers as a 
means of identification in the research diary. Where names have been used, they would 
be fictitious. In qualitative research, personal and intimate connections are created 
between the researcher and the participants. Some participants would likely request 
that the information they divulge should not lead to their identification. The researcher 
accepted these requests and assured participants that all would remain anonymous and 
non-identifiable when in the public domain. Further, care would be taken to ensure that 
participantsꞌ identifying features are not used.

The research phases of this project attempted to capture and record interventions in 
the daily life and experiences of kindergarten children with a view to establishing the 
viability of notions of critical thinking. The research was multi-faceted and involved 
teachers, parents, people in the wider community, professional educators and most of 
all the children themselves. The findings of the research are reported in the following 
chapters 4 and 5.
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Chapter 4 : Findings

4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the project’s findings which were carried out during the research 
phase(s) and also reports on the more extensive and embedded developments which enabled 
the topic to be developed. The theme connecting research and practice was concerned to 
explore the influence of an educational kindergarten leader/teacher on the development 
of critical thinking skills in children aged 3-5 years. Changes were observed and recorded 
in children’s capacities and behaviour by tracking the factors that characterise personal 
responsibility and critical thinking skills. Children’s sense of personal responsibility and 
their ability to demonstrate critical thinking skills, it is argued, were enhanced because 
of the findings and results of intervention described and analysed here. These changes 
came about as a result of the application of an educational leadership model in parallel 
with an attempt to improve leadership skills in parenting. In this emphasis on outcomes 
the project adopted an essentially action learning approach within what was a ꞌnormalꞌ 
working environment for a kindergarten in Palestine / Israel, though the conditions in 
which this took place are challenging and contested, educationally and culturally.

In the qualitative research phase, which was an intrinsic part of a much longer work-based 
project, the researcher used a combination of four research tools:

• longitudinal research notes in the form of a personal/professional research diary
• semi-structured interviews with the children’s parents
• classroom lesson plans and curricular inputs
• analysis of the children’s portfolios (i.e. drawings).

The wider context and significance of these research tools are discussed in detail in Chapter 
3, the methodology chapter of the thesis, and accompany an outline of the procedures and 
protocols for each specific method of data collection. During the study, various factors 
were examined to track the development of children in terms of personal responsibility 
and critical thinking in the kindergarten.

Each research tool produced qualitatively independent data, and therefore the presentation 
of the data is organized by source, i.e. through the research diary, the parental interviews, 
the lesson and curriculum plans, and the childrenꞌs portfolios, which are followed in 
presentation terms by documentary evidence and reflection by the author. A synopsis is 
at Table 5, in the previous chapter. Each data category is summarized separately and each 
summary includes the following elements: a description of each category, a summary of 
the evidence obtained from each research tool and an evaluation of the consistency of 
data across categories. The findings also include at (Table 7 Synopsis 4), a chart of the 
activity basis of the project which links with the identified learning processes for critical
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thinking and a summary of the changes observed in practice and pedagogy.

4.2 Part 1 Evidence : key findings from the research diary

This section contains a summary of the findings and insights of the study, as charted by 
the longitudinal research diary and it contains four aspects. The first part describes the 
researcherꞌs involvement in the process of developing the education leadership model 
whose effectiveness was measured in terms of fostering critical thinking and personal 
responsibility in kindergarten children aged 3-5. The second part describes the importance 
of involving parents in the process. The third part describes the role of emotions in 
education leadership. The fourth part describes the key factors that are necessary for 
implementing and replicating the education leadership model in other classrooms and in 
the future.

Developing the leadership approach/model with the child at the centre

In order to develop the leadership approach I developed and organised my personal 
research diary which focussed on teachers and children in the kindergarten. The research 
diary recorded events and occurrences in the daily life of the researcher/teacher and the 
children in the kindergarten. Within the mind of the researcher during this time, was the 
existence of an ideal-type model of a child, which of course is not a wholly realisable 
ideal. Nevertheless, it could and can serve as a type of guide, against which some of the 
realities of real children in real and sometimes difficult circumstances, can be assessed 
and better understood. The model or ideal-typical child existed in a sense, in the mind of 
the teacher, but within a real and evolving model of professional practice. This practice 
was concerned with the realities of teaching and learning in the kindergarten classroom 
and the findings of this part of the research were in essence a testing out and evaluation of 
the model, which itself was rooted in the real experience of Arab children in their village 
community and families.

The approach itself drew on the conceptual frameworks that were outlined in concepts 
and theories at Chapter 2 and Chapter 3. Drawing on these concepts in particular, the 
diary was able to illuminate the following aspects of content for the model:

• giving children more responsibility for their actions by putting them at the centre of 
the educational process

• developing cognitive abilities
• developing a learning dialogue with the child
• building trust between pupil and teachers
• • careful listening by both the teacher and learner
• constant teacher support
• sincerity.
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These desired outcomes are embodied in the findings expressed in the research diary and 
they flow from the application of concepts that are intrinsic to the development of critical 
thinking in young children. An exposition in concrete terms of examples and illustrations 
of these findings follows.

The diary, derived from the teacher’s experiences and perspectives, showed that teachers 
make a great deal of effort to put the child at the centre of educational activities in order 
to give him/her more responsibility. This activity is given mainly by the teacher who takes 
a leadership position in a way that empowers learners.

A leader must manage his or her workplace with intelligence, drawing inspiration from 
both intellect and emotion. In the context of kindergarten teaching, the researcher realised 
that this requires having a vision and bringing it to both children and their parents-a 
vision of a model child who becomes a role model for others through demonstrating their 
capabilities in personal responsibility and critical thinking.

Cognitive issues

When focusing on the ways in which one could become a leader who empowers (rather 
than restricts) the kindergartenersꞌ talents, the researcher began to stop controlling every 
detail and began to give the preschool children more responsibility. The research diary 
records at 13/02/2012 that the children were asked to plant seeds in the ground. Each 
child chose a tyre, filled it with earth, and attached his or her name to it. They planted the 
seeds and assumed responsibility for daily irrigation and care of the seeds; some of them 
drew the stages of growth of the seed. This particular project caused them to develop a 
sense of responsibility for their actions as they observed the plants change and grow as a 
result of their own actions.

The evidence of the research diary recorded how the child became the centre of the 
educational process, which also enriched the relationship between the children and the 
parents, and, over time, improved the children’s sense of personal responsibility and 
critical thinking skills. Critical thinking is chiefly promoted by stimulating the process 
of deliberation in the child, i.e. by pushing the child to view things in a new way and 
thus developing his/her cognitive abilities. The child’s reference point must be internal, 
rather than a ready-made product imposed as it were from the outside. This is why the 
process was conceptualised and developed under the title of ꞌthe child as a centre of the 
educational processꞌ (Research Diary, 28/02/2012).

In this model, proposed here for the first time in the Palestinian kindergarten context, 
the teacher must direct the learning dialogue with the child according to his level of 
understanding and development. The material submitted to the child must lie at the 
optimal position on the spectrum of the unknown and the familiar.
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Implementing this approach is what led the researcher to see herself as a catalyst for new 
ideas, which put the child at the centre of the learning process. The children were expected 
to stand up in front of their classmates and present their daily news and their opinions; 
they later did this in front of the parents as well. They were thus forced to develop not 
only confidence but also personal responsibility for their presentations with their own 
actions and thoughts at the centre of what they did in the classroom. The case of one girl 
is illustrative: initially she was very quiet and would not speak, but after implementing 
this approach, she grew more confident and was able to express herself and make the 
presentations like the other children (Research Diary, 21/03/2012). The diary was thus 
used to record a personal sense of development and change at the level of the individual. 
A sense of self and self-confidence necessary for further growth was inculcated as the 
child was encouraged to take the centre of the stage.

Developing a learning dialogue with the child

The developing kindergarten child does not of course evolve in isolation but in 
communication and in dialogue with those around him/her. To develop a learning dialogue 
with the child teachers in this study emphasised a non- judgemental approach towards the 
children. Through the research diary, I learned that within every child in the kindergarten, 
there is a burning desire to be treated warmly, and the kindergarten teacher can provide for 
this need through a consistent, sympathetic and compassionate relationship. Such attitudes 
can be developed through small acts of caring. As noted (Research Diary, 13/03/2012), 
a boy was sitting alone in the sandbox while all the other children were playing together 
in the same box. The kindergarten teacher approached him and gave him cold water to 
drink, showing the child that she was concerned for his welfare. Thus, she taught the 
child through her actions and behaviour how small acts of kindness and consideration can 
make a profound statement. Another example was in February 2012 when one child was 
absent for two consecutive days and she contacted his home and asked about his welfare. 
Such a telephone conversation can bring about a great change in the way parents see the 
teacher. These are small and in themselves, relatively insignificant acts of concern and 
care, yet they can carry enormous symbolic weight in a community which associates 
learning with control and authoritarianism. The diary attempted to record these everyday 
acts of concern as a conscious element of the educational process; acts that were endowed 
with meaning and significance for the growth of critical thinking skills and sensibilities.

Moreover, in order to contribute to developing a learning dialogue with the child, teachers 
emphasized sincerity. This process was pre-announced in a meeting with parents (Research 
Diary, 17/01/2012), where the researcher shared with them all the essential information 
that she had available on matters of personal responsibility and critical thinking. This 
represented a belief that the more these parents know about the work of the kindergarten
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teacher, the more they would invest in the direction she is going. This communication 
showed the parents that they are important to her and that she appreciates them; it was 
thought that it would also lead to the parents placing importance on the teacher’s opinions 
and appreciating her efforts.

Developing and building trust and sincerity between the teacher and pupil

One of the most important techniques which was dominant in building trust between the 
teacher and pupil is empathic listening between them. The efforts to put the child at the 
centre of attention for learning and to develop cognitive abilities alone are not sufficient; 
indeed, they are likely to fail if the relationship of trust between pupil and teacher is 
missing. When children trust their teacher, they are open and will tell the teacher much of 
what is happening in their lives. The special bond between the teacher and the children in 
the kindergarten relies on the creation and continuance of trust. In order to succeed as an 
educational leader in the kindergarten, one must reliably keep promises. Children learn 
through imitation and the teacher is a model for them to imitate. The research showed that 
the teacher must earn and win the trust of the kindergarten children. Therefore, in order 
to encourage communication and to be a support for the children, when the children enter 
the kindergarten in the mornings, they have to select a face that reflects their emotions 
and explain to the teacher why they are feeling this way. One child chose a sad face and 
then explained to the teacher that his dog had attacked a cat and he was distressed by this 
(Research Diary, 26/02/2012). This atmosphere of concern and support creates a special 
bond between the teacher and the children. This factor provides elements of a model that 
encourages kindergarteners to commit themselves to taking responsibility for their own 
actions and placing trust at the heart of the learning process.

Developing a sense of attentive and active listening

By demonstrating attentive and active listening, the children will learn by imitation to 
listen to others. When the teacher shows that she appreciates the opinion of each child, 
then children too will show sympathy towards their friends and respectfully consider their 
points of view. The children grasp the relationship between the feeling of understanding 
others and the feeling of being understood. An example of this was recorded when the 
researcher found in her diary that (Research Diary, 28/01/2012), Child Eꞌs mother entered 
the kindergarten while she was conducting a meeting, and made the following comment, 
“I did not believe that children of this age listen to each other and understand what a queue 
isꞌꞌ. These types of example demonstrate that being an active and attentive listener has an 
effect on the children and they will imitate it within their own developing capacities. An 
act of pedagogical leadership here has led to a changed capacity and/or willingness to 
engage in initial or proto-critical thinking in the terms defined by this project.

These findings are commensurate with previous studies that stress that 3-5 year old children 
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in Arab society in Israel react in a more constructive manner to more authoritarian styles 
of parenting. Such studies indicated that controlling parenting patterns and behaviour 
seems to prevail mainly among the Palestinians in the occupied territories (Dwairy, 2011). 
A possible explanation for this pattern is that Palestinians in the Gaza Strip and the West 
Bank are living either under Israeli occupation, and/or facing daily threats to their lives, and 
therefore may not be able to allow themselves the privilege of being non-authoritarian or 
permissive. In addition, because the Israeli occupation is thought by some to be supported 
by the United States and other western states, rejecting the western individualistic and 
liberal styles of life may be considered by some of the Palestinians to be part of their 
struggle to protect and preserve their cultural and national identity. This comment or 
insight is made to emphasise the significance of the wider context within the work of the 
project. The placing of the child at the centre of attention, consciousness and activity is 
not a neutral act; it involves an engagement with some key cultural forces and attitudes 
which exist in the society in which the kindergarten is embedded. This engagement is 
of course at a micro level; it involves the intensely personal and interpersonal everyday 
actions of individuals and the way they behave to each other. In engaging with critical 
thinking in this community of learning we were engaging in re-shaping and adapting 
some key cultural features of everyday life. The diary was in effect recording in some 
micro detail the fact that the way we treat our children is a sign of the way we think about 
ourselves and our lives and communities.

4.3 Parental involvement and staff support

When the researcher began her continuing education programme for parents and the 
training of the kindergarten staff everything looked the same as in the other kindergartens 
in the village, but in reality she felt that something fundamental was still missing; 
something that would excite all the parents, the children and the entire school staff 
and that would bring them together as one body acting in cooperation and with shared 
motivation. At this point, the children were not encouraged to express themselves or take 
responsibility for their learning, the staff preferred to use traditional teaching methods 
rather than try new ones and the parents were not involved in the children’s learning 
outside of the kindergarten. The researcher decided this needed to change in order for the 
project to succeed. This would ensure a successful project that would bring change to the 
kindergarten and aid the children in successfully developing personal responsibilities and 
critical thinking capabilities.

The researcher looked for the same causes that would help her to propel the kindergarten 
forward to the standards of a successful model and that could motivate the educational 
staff, foster team spirit and inspire a connection to the centrally defined goal: the growth 
of a child who is developing a sense of personal responsibility and critical thinking skills 
in the kindergarten. The questions that the researcher dealt with during this time and noted
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in her diary (Research Diary, 19/01/2012) were important and fundamental, including, 
what was the best way to foster this model and encourage its success, how to win the trust 
and cooperation of the staff in the difficult task of developing the model and what was the 
way to motivate and lead all team members in implementing the project.

As noted in the Research Diary, (22/01/2012), while watching a television commercial 
one evening, an epiphany came to her: the answer to her question was sparks. My task 
was to find the sparks through which she would succeed in lighting a flame, i.e., the 
success of the education leadership model and its relation to potential critical thinking for 
the young child. It was necessary to focus not only on those children that were ꞌleadersꞌ in 
the kindergarten, but to give space to every child, investing in the sparks of success latent 
inside each of them. The spark/flame metaphor proved a fruitful one for each child has the 
potential to develop critical thinking and personal responsibility. Yet one ingredient was 
still missing from the model evolving in the school, which was the influence of the home 
and parental environment on the child.

The parents who participated in this study were highly motivated and wanted to teach 
their children different types of independent thinking. All the parents were Palestinian, 
and living in a rural area and their own education was mainly formally ꞌacademicꞌ and 
restricted to the conventional and conservative forms available in the past.

Teacher support

When considering the role of teaching staff in developing the leadership model, the main 
stages for establishing productive communication with them in order to create cooperation 
and enhance learning processes, were as follows: Stage 1, first, the researcher created a 
new type of communication with the staff (between the principal teacher and staff) whose 
basis was friendship and trust as noted at the time (Research Diary, 27/01/2012). She did 
this by giving more freedom of action and granting new powers: as noted in her diary, 
an instance of this freedom occurred on 02/05/2012, when the kindergarten teacher gave 
authority to a child with special needs to lead the class by providing information to the 
children about cockroaches, as he was very interested in this insect. This example of 
allowing the special needs child to lead the kindergarten demonstrated to the children that 
their parents and teachers had faith in their abilities.

In this context, it must be pointed out that strengthening the level of belief in the children 
was found to create security and a wide range of support for activities conducted both in 
and out of the kindergarten. When the kindergarten teacher identifies attitudes of disbelief 
from the parents about the capabilities of their child, the teacher must engage with this 
and motivate the parents to believe in their child. This is indicated (Research Diary, 
28/02/2012), in a meeting with Child Xꞌs parent. The child had special needs and parents 
who had no faith in her capabilities. During the meeting to discuss Child Xꞌs potential,
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the teacher advised them what to do. They were told that every time their daughter does 
something positive, they were to praise and encourage her. The central importance to 
learning of positive and personal recognition was a clear finding of this project.

While working in the kindergarten, the researcher observed that children who had achieved 
a sense of personal responsibility always did their work with joy, internal passion and 
enthusiasm. This personal responsibility and positive approach was visible when one of 
the children confidently read a 24 page story in front of all the parents; another child later 
explained the rules of chess to the parents before demonstrating his chess skills with his 
father.

Stage 2. For the second stage, the researcher taught the children how to set goals and how 
to plan. As recorded in her diary, the children began taking responsibility for their learning 
acquisition once they had learned to plan and set goals. According to the record at the time 
(Research Diary, 29.04.2012), one of the children decided to draw a cockroach in red and 
black colours, by following a certain process. The child collected data and knowledge and 
then planned how to implement it. He drew this abstract cockroach with a pencil on a sheet 
of white paper, then coloured in the cockroach and painted a background colour. Later, 
when he and his friend found a real cockroach, they compared what they saw to what was 
on the page and found that the drawing was missing important elements. They went inside 
to make a second drawing and asked other children to decide which of the two was nicer, 
and why. It was agreed that both of the pictures had a special beauty, yet the next day one 
of the children who had drawn the picture took another picture of a cockroach and added 
a rich background, saying, “I want to switch the first picture with a second one, because 
I see in the second one many more and richer effects”. The investigative process helped 
develop this pupilꞌs sense of responsibility for the accuracy of his cockroach drawing. The 
teacher’s assistant, who also began to encourage personal development in the kindergarten, 
realised that children who feel positive about themselves and their actions produce a higher 
standard of independent work, as demonstrated by the child who drew the picture of the 
cockroach. Drawing this animal elaborated positive emotions, as can be seen in the details 
of the picture. (See Figure 8: the picture of the cockroach).
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Figure 8 : The picture of the cockroach

The research diary recorded how we must think before we act and listen to those around us 
and if we have erred, change our decision. The researcher attempted to teach the children 
to always focus on what they want to achieve and that they must possess the courage to 
express their views, and to always be responsible for their actions. As researcher and 
teacher and as a personal confidant of the children I attempted to teach them that to learn 
is to know, and therefore I invested every moment of my time to acquire and impart 
knowledge and to do justice to the statement of Child Zꞌs mother at the conclusion of the 
course (Research Diary, 26/05/2012), when she said that her son had no knowledge of 
the subjects taught in kindergarten before he started and that she had focused more on his 
older brother. However, by following the teacher’s plan, she had seen a great change in 
Child Z and believed that working with the teacher had really helped him to develop. This 
is but a single example among very many where parents testified to the progress made by 
their children.

Based on the examples provided in this section of findings, it can be concluded that 
children who develop personal responsibility and critical thinking skills have self-belief 
and can independently set goals and objectives. Children are clearly influenced by those 
around them, learning through imitation and by listening to their encouragement and 
advice. They also develop the ability to plan their actions and to focus on what they wish 
to achieve.

4.4 The role of emotions

The findings above and the literature review in Chapter 2 have already identified the 
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role of emotions as important and fundamental for our happiness and for our ability to 
successfully integrate ourselves into the social fabric around us. An example is found in 
the Research Diary, (21/03/2012), when the kindergarten celebrated Family Day where 
the children were asked to present projects that they had worked on together with their 
parents at home. The researcher noted in her diary that these presentations invoked 
feelings of joy, love, pleasure and excitement in her. Such emotions helped her guide 
the staff with trust and mutual respect, and they helped her to become a better teacher 
who was accepted and loved by the children. The children responded to her in a more 
affectionate and positive manner, and likewise the staff expressed themselves more easily 
and confided their problems to her. This positive and caring approach helped create a more 
pleasant atmosphere in the kindergarten; one conducive to learning within the framework 
set by the project for critical thinking.

A positive emotional context for learning tends to produce beneficial outcomes specifically 
among young children (Macleod-Brudenell and Kay, 2008: 95-96). Previous studies have 
shown that interventions that promote positive emotions are beneficial to health (Bowlby, 
cited in Norman, 2011: 19-21). Even though emotional climates can be variable (Jenkins, 
2004: 63) emotional disclosure, it can be argued, can produce significantly enhanced health 
functioning, especially when positive emotional content is evident in the disclosures. The 
use of relatively more positive-emotion words has also been shown to benefit individuals 
facing traumas and other severe stressors, as listed in my Research Diary, (21/03/2012), 
as when the kindergarten celebrated Family Day where the children were asked to present 
projects that they worked on together with their parents at home. I noted in my diary on 
this day that these presentations invoked joyful feelings, love, pleasure and excitement 
in me. These feelings are just some of the sensations and emotions that are in us, along 
with anger, frustration, disappointment, envy and fear. I also feel that our emotions help 
us to be wanted as friends, accepted in different environments and become an important 
part of any social group, family or friends. In addition, cultivating positive emotions 
among children is correlated with higher resilience in the face of crises and negative life 
conditions, so that these children are less prone to negative consequences when facing 
bad times.

Such research findings meant the researcher found herself in a situation where she had to 
see things in a positive way, and to try to find the good in every situation and every child; 
her positive outlook would thus motivate others. Through love and encouragement, we 
can support and encourage people around us (Kaminski, 2010). In this way, as we move 
forward we will be able to create a new language that allows us to identify and respond 
quickly to the needs of the children. From the Research Diary at 27/05/2012, we can see 
that the researcher/teacher came slightly late that day and sat in her office, looking at 
one of the binders. A mother came to the office and asked to speak to her. The researcher 
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invited her in and they discussed the project her child was working on at home for the 
kindergarten. The mother stated that the main thing she tried to teach her child was to 
love and respect others. The researcher felt this was an important focus and congratulated 
the mother. By teaching her child to love and respect others, the child can receive and 
give support to those around him or her. The interaction between the teacher and parent 
focussed on the desire for positive emotional support for the child and the benefits that can 
accrue when there is re-enforcement from both familial and educational contexts. Through 
engaging positive emotions, the child can be motivated to achieve the learning objectives 
set out by the teacher. The teacher must appear optimistic and show a strong belief in 
the child’s abilities such as the example previously mentioned of asking a special needs 
child to make a presentation in front of the class. This optimism will allow the children 
to believe in themselves and their skills, and show them the importance of supporting 
others, such as in the example of the child who drew the cockroach. By engaging his 
classmates and asking their opinions, he was looking for support and reinforcement of 
the value of his work. The teacher will also benefit from this approach as he or she will 
see that success comes when the teacher and the children work together and will therefore 
feel motivated by their success. Everything that we know about individual psychology, 
according to Jenkins (2004) suggests that the early formation of the individual sense of 
self, warm or cold, secure or insecure, rich in experience or impoverished is immensely 
influential in our capacities to respond to what is offered or imposed on us by others. 
The introduction and recording of the growth and development of critical thinking in 
the kindergarten was undertaken with this in mind. The findings of the research support 
therefore the contention that emotional factors can be crucial for the development of 
stable and consistent and secure identities which themselves are often the pre-conditions 
for later learning and well-adjusted personalities. As Jenkins writes…”Assumed during 
the most foundational learning period, they (identifications and self- definitions of early 
childhood), become part of the individual’s axiomatic cognitive furniture”. (Jenkins, ibid: 
50).

4.5 Using the leadership approach

The findings in the research diary demonstrate that the leadership/teacher’s educational 
work can be classified along five major domains. Each of these domains is essential to 
the approach that was tested in the work-based project; it is argued that these were the 
primary aspects of the intervention that mediated the children’s development of personal 
responsibility and critical thinking skills. The five domains record the conditions under 
which the leadership considerations and concept of critical thinking were developed and 
applied throughout the whole project.

Domain 1 : Personal skills and attributes

It is important that the teacher has a strong work ethic and morals, along with a personality,
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by which is meant the possession of certain skills and attributes that are suited to working 
in education. She/he must love working with children and be responsive to each child and 
his or her individual needs. A successful teacher is empathetic and gives warmth and love 
to the children, which in turns inspires self- confidence. The Research Diary, 27/02/2012, 
records that a mother said to some of the other mothers, “I’m sure if you ask my daughter 
whom she loves more, her kindergarten teacher or me, I am sure her answer will be that 
she loves her teacher more than our entire family.” This is of course an exaggerated 
response but the point is being made that personal skills in the classroom are important 
for successful outcomes. A teacher should be enterprising, innovative, thoughtful, flexible 
and critical, as well as being sensitive, intelligent, pleasant and well mannered. The 
positive response of children to these traits was evident (Research Diary, 30/11/2011), 
when one child wished to bring a flower for the teacher because she treated him well.

It is important to note that although personality plays a role in motivating people to 
work in education, my emphasis is not on the development of personality theory. The 
emphasis in this work is on the development of professional capacities, which require the 
development and use of certain behaviours and attitudes to do with giving warmth and 
support to the growing child (Oates and Hey, 2014).

Domain 2 : Professionalism

Kindergarten teachers in the current study were in command of the materials necessary 
for successful teaching and were thus able to identify problems and solve them. They 
knew how to professionally organize an educational social environment that enables the 
empowerment of the child as well as paying attention to the goals and interests of the 
children. The teachers actively sought ways to implement ideas and use varied information 
sources and tools for learning. For example, on 10/01/2012, the Research Diary recorded 
that a teacher used several props to encourage a child to develop public speaking abilities.

The teaching staff chose interesting topics and challenges suitable for the child’s world, 
her/his rate of development and needs as well as acting according to the designated plan. 
During their work, teachers achieved many goals for the child’s wellbeing: the development 
of abilities, fostering social and emotional development, providing a variety of life skills, 
and acquiring interpersonal communication skills. The teacher made sure that there was 
plenty of stimulation in the kindergarten, that ꞌknow-howꞌ was available to combine the 
themes (integrative work), and that she was able to adjust to and adapt the needs of the 
individual and the group in a way that is suitable for an educational environment as well 
as the everyday life of the child. The findings recorded in the research diary in respect of 
this showed that the teacher must encourage the child to be a skilled learner, to be creative 
and specially to think critically as an intrinsic element of teacher professionalism.
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Domain 3 : Management of the kindergarten

The kindergarten teacher had the skills and knowledge in system management so that 
she could create a positive interaction between the various factions in the kindergarten. 
The teacher knew what the proper management of the kindergarten involved and was 
able to work effectively within a team and create a pleasant working atmosphere. She 
had developed excellent interpersonal skills (Research Diary, 23/03/2012), and one 
mother expressed particular appreciation for the teacher’s positive and cheerful attitude. 
In addition, the teacher was well organised, well versed in the subjects taught, constantly 
looked to improve and enhance the children’s learning experiences and actively sought to 
engage the parents in the kindergarten’s learning processes.

Domain 4 : Contact with parents

‘Teachers’ in the current study in one sense, included parents who through understanding 
and sympathy and being integrated into the educational practice in a pleasant manner and 
by building and maintaining a positive relationship, became important contributors to 
the whole enterprise. Kindergarten teachers need thus to act responsibly and with respect 
towards the parents, and listen to their needs. In the project staff worked on the quality of 
the communications between parent and child, as it was known that this will help the child 
feel secure and thus make him or her more open to learning. The teacher helped improve 
communication by recommending that the parents treat the children in the same way that 
they are treated by the teachers in the kindergarten. This was to provide continuity and 
enhance feelings of security, as the child feels he or she is being treated in a consistent 
manner by the adults around him or her, whether at school or at home.

Domain 5 : Project management

A child in kindergarten who thinks critically is considered strange in rural Arab society. 
Therefore, when the researcher began to refer the issue to the parents, she felt that they 
were reacting cautiously to the idea, as the concept of their child becoming a critical 
thinker is new in their society. This reaction made the researcher curious to test and 
assess the impact of the project as it evolved. In her work (Research Diary, 10/01/2012), 
a mother told her that while she was unsure if the project would work, she was willing to 
fully support it. This encouraged the researcher to present change in more attractive terms 
so that parents would be able to absorb the subject more gradually. What enlightened the 
researcher to this new insight was that she began by explaining and reasoning in order to 
promote the subject of critical thinking. She believed that children could bring themselves 
to self- realization if we gave them a comfortable atmosphere, acceptance, security and 
training. This gave her the green light to develop the principles of the model by changing 
practice according to the results in her diary on various dates. These principles were based 
on a set of processes within the kindergarten, which were designed to promote intrinsic 
motivation, support personal challenges, bring about perceptual changes, stimulate group
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discussion and generate personal commitment. These processes and experiences were in 
fact an intrinsic part of the content of the leadership framework adopted for the project. 
The outcomes and processes were in one sense the evidence of critical thinking strategies 
beginning to work across the whole project involving children, teachers and parents.

The decision of parents to be involved and share in building the approach or model from 
beginning to end is because of intrinsic motivation and not due to external pressure. The 
main challenge in this model was to find a mechanism to help the children develop a 
sense of personal responsibility and expertise in critical thinking skills. Ultimately, this 
was done by the following techniques:

• development of incentive programs on the basis of personal responsibility and critical 
thinking individually and in a group setting

• building of instruments to measure the growth of the model
• developing a program of emotional security in the kindergarten for the children, 

parents and the staff (such as the training course for parents run by the kindergarten; 
see Chapter 3: Methodology).

Perceptual changes occur amongst parents when they understand the relevant issues 
related to child-rearing practices and when they reflect on the type of child they expect 
to grow and develop. They also occur amongst the staff when they see the potential 
for child development in the model. It is vital to have good communication for these 
changes to happen, i.e. parents should feel comfortable speaking to the teacher and both 
staff and parents should fully understand their roles. The researcher found that good 
communication led to an atmosphere of positivity, which made the changes easier. This 
need for communication was reflected in the principle of group discussion. Thus in order 
to have a successful group discussion with children, they should be interested in the same 
subject, which should be adapted according to their interests and concerns, so that they 
learn from each other and from their experiences. In this way, it is possible to build a system 
of trust, friendship and mutual esteem within an effective context of communication.

The five different categories of the teacher’s work outlined above which referred to 
the professionalism of the teacher, the teacher’s personal skills and attributes, project 
management methodology, contact with parents and staff and managing the kindergarten 
are summarised in Figure 9 below.
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Figure 9 : Categories of the teacher’s work

In summary, the findings in the current thesis which were substantially recorded in the 
research diary showed that a leader in kindergarten uses a range of means in order to 
educate children and teach them critical thinking. She uses emotional leadership, in 
which she establishes support, trust and good relationships in order to develop internal 
motivation among learners. In addition, she uses functional and transactional leadership 
techniques such as team building, knowing self, and building trust. Moreover, in order to 
create vision for the learners, teachers present visionary transformational and charismatic 
role models for followers by displaying examples of personal critical thinking. Finally, 
the work in kindergarten is always achieved in cooperation with other teachers on the staff 
and in the community of parents and supporters. Therefore, the teacher’s work involves 
the use social and mutual pedagogical ꞌleadersꞌ using combined resources in order to 
enhance learning in the kindergarten. The research diary method enabled the research 
phase activity across a range of domains and practical classroom actions to be recorded 
and captured within the overall objectives of the work-based project, which was and 
remains a long term engagement for all concerned.

4.6 Part 2 Evidence : the parents’ interviews

After interviewing six parents using the semi-structured interview method (see Appendix 
2: Interviews for an example of the full set of interview transcripts), the researcher 
confirmed that a child’s education is a long and complex process, and every child has 
unique qualities, but there are common qualities that can develop a child’s personal 
responsibility and critical thinking skills. The researcher aimed to identify the course 
of development of critical thinking and personal responsibility that children reflect and 
transmit, in particular through the way in which this process was perceived by the parents.
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The interviews held with parents demonstrated that for the committed and engaged 
kindergarten teacher there are ways and means by which the child can develop personal 
responsibility and critical thinking skills. They include a range of factors which were 
identified in the interviews and which were translated into evidence for the research phase 
of the project.

Teaching methods

In the interviews the parents pointed out they had undertaken significant challenges 
adhering to the methods proposed by the teacher. Within the framework of the programme, 
the researcher set for the children meaningful thinking challenges which were either 
categorised by task / experience (the parents were shown for example the lesson plans 
for the puddle, the earthworm and the story “Ward and the Spring of Water”), or in the 
way that she asked questions. In both cases, the children were required to utilize critical 
thinking (Appendix 2.3 Interview 3, Q: 5). In addition, parents pointed out that she used 
appropriate teaching tools such as asking open-ended questions, using language as a 
communication tool and the discussion of problems or dilemmas, problem solving and 
research work. According to the parents’ opinions, these tools stimulate the children in 
learning and independent thinking and challenge them. The parents also stated that the 
teacher used specialised language to develop thinking skills in children. They stated that 
there is a need to have a set of concepts related to the language of thinking for the teacher 
to use and for the child to use at home, for example, “to ask a question”, “assume”, 
“conclude”, “estimate”, “consider”, “claim”, “explain”, and “evaluate”.

The opinions of the parents are highly important for this study. This is both a generic 
point and one related to the Palestinian context of the project. Parents are a crucial factor 
for implementing any kind of learning, and specifically critical thinking as an aspect 
of learning. Therefore, it is important also for parents to be part of the process that is 
described in this thesis. Without their involvement, the community and culture could have 
been an inhibiting factor rather than a positive context.

The child’s influences and motivations

The evidence from the work-based project overall and the research component within this 
showed that the child needed to experience several stimulations and conditions in order to 
develop personal responsibility and critical thinking skills. The child had also to acquire a 
range of tools and skills. External factors also play an important role so that the design of 
the educational environment, in addition to the teaching methods used and the role of the 
kindergarten teacher have all been proven to be important components. It is important to 
note that the tools and skills mentioned here are best understood as part of the conditions 
under which the learning of critical thinking can take place and be actively sponsored by 
the teacher/ leader. They are not co-terminus with critical thinking itself, but rather are 
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important elements of the overall context in which we can identify and support critical 
thinking within young children, especially within the Palestinian context.

Many factors influence and motivate the child to show personal responsibility and critical 
thinking skills. The parentsꞌ comments are relevant on this topic and are found in the 
following summary:

• children who show these characteristics of critical thinking feel calm and peaceful 
and are able to study independently 

• • children need a role model such as an adult that they want to imitate
• the child should be intrinsically motivated and have the desire to be an initiator and 

leader
• • the child should also be highly interested in the challenge of learning
• the child should be very driven and motivated to learn he or she should also be 

enthusiastic about the activity
• the child should receive love, support, and encouragement in order to develop these 

characteristics.
During the process of the interviews, it was found that children who have acquired a sense 
of and capacity for personal responsibility were characterized by several crucial features, 
which are outlined below.

Responsibility and independence

The parents all made similar statements to the effect that the child should be able to act 
independently and take responsibility for their decisions and actions. This is summarised 
in the following:

• an independent and responsible child is a child who depends on himself, has acquired 
problem solving skills and who is comfortable asking questions

• the child should take responsibility for his or her actions and words
• the child should recognise the needs of others as well as his or her own needs and also 

be reliable as well as develop their own vocabulary
• the child should show good progress
• the child should be responsible for making her or her own decisions
• the child should be independent and do appropriate things on his/her own.

An illustration of such independence is shown at Appendix 2.2 Interview 2, Q: 12, when 
a mother told me about her involvement in the activities of the kindergarten, she reported 
seeing the child as a partner in activities and learning. She reported seeing the child in terms 
of what he prefers, what he wants, how he wants things to look, how he gives of himself 
and this challenges him and makes him more independent and responsible for his actions.
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Achievement

When interviewed, parents agreed on some common factors that were necessary in 
order for the child to achieve his or her goals. Several parents, 1 and 2 of the interview 
respondents in particular, agreed that the child needed to be able to formulate and ask 
questions as well as work independently. Parents 2 and 3 said the child should be able to 
express him or herself, while parents 3 and 4 agreed that language skills were important. 
The following factors were identified in the interview data as being of importance for 
what the parents understood as achievement:

• the child formulates questions, gathers information, analyses it and makes conclusions
• the child exceeds the expectations of others with the knowledge that he or she displays 

and the questions asked
• the child achieves goals the child sets for him or herself and is happy to learn 

independently
• the child is observant and motivated to succeed
• the child looks for alternatives to get what he or she wants
• a successful child asks questions, expresses curiosity and emotions and is 

knowledgeable about many things
• a child who wants to achieve responds to encouragement and support
• a successful child can compete alone but can also cooperate effectively with others 

successful children initiate actions consistently the child has a strong ability to express 
and justify an opinion

• the child wants to achieve goals, good results and develop good language skills.

Data from the parental interviews confirms the impact of the critical skills programme of 
development, (See Appendix 2.3 interview 3, Q: 5). In this case the mother told me that 
“the most interesting experience for her son, was the project which they did at home”, the 
building of a house from polystyrene (this is the house of the main character in the story 
‘A Rose and the Spring of Water’ and it is the one he chose to sculpt). She worked with 
him for almost a week to produce the house and spent a lot of time with him. The mother 
saw that I had placed a significant cognitive challenge for her son, and in this experience 
her son was required to use critical thinking. During the entire time of the project he would 
ask questions, pose a problem, discuss the problem and seek solutions. Truthfully, he is 
very satisfied with the tasks I gave him and it matters to him that he achieves excellent 
results. The tasks strengthened him more and more, along with the relationship between 
his family and made him a child who is more attentive and focused. It also led him to be 
personally responsible for his action when reading the story by heart to all the parents and 
their children without having missed a single detail of the story. He worked very hard and 
strengthened his language- every day he would ask his mother to read a story and when 
she had finished he would go to his father and would then ask him. It must be emphasized
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that he imitated me and aspects of my own personality. He identified very much with the 
story, and the image of the rose and this enhanced his learning capacity and achievement.

It follows that a child who shows good emotional development can be the most popular 
and successful child in the kindergarten. Whilst celebrating the prospects of success we 
must, however, remember that nothing in child-rearing is inevitable. The emotional and 
material climate of family life is variable and sometimes unstable and that child-rearing 
practices can vary greatly within a single community. Children are rarely insulated from 
the storms of the outside world and as Jenkins states “Secure consistency and relative 
calm in the formative years may, therefore, be as much the exception as the rule” (Jenkins, 
2004 ibid: 63). There can be no doubt that the parents who were interviewed were not a 
simple homogenous block of citizens but rather represented to a greater or lesser extent 
the sentiments of their fellow inhabitants which includes their diversity and differences 
of view and perspectives. It is hoped that the interview data captured something of this 
diversity.

Family support

The interviews showed parental attitudes towards their children changed somewhat during 
the project. The parents all made similar statements, that parents taking responsibility for 
their children’s education and showing interest in it is a source of motivation for the child. 
Parents 1 and 5 also stated that parents should praise the child for their achievements. In 
regard to support parents expressed a range of thoughts as follows:

• parents should praise and reward the child’s achievements
• it is important to involve children in different activities
• parents should also show interest in what is happening in the kindergarten
• parental involvement in the child’s education encouraged the child and was a source 

of motivation
• it is important to provide a comfortable place for learning at home
• continuous praise helped the child.

These common characteristics lead to the tendency of some children to be more successful 
than others, to have fewer problems in the kindergarten and to demonstrate better 
performance from a cognitive and emotional point of view.

An illustrative example can be seen (See Appendix 2.1 interview 1, Q: 1), when the child’s 
aunt brought him a gift, a pedagogic game (a puzzle of 32 pieces), he did not leave it until 
he finished putting it together. We see how he dealt with the game, how he tried, how he 
assembled it, how he concentrated, how he talked to himself and how he thought; it was 
truly amazing. It is not only his mother who said these things, but all of the neighbourhood 
and those associated with him pointed out the differences between the child and his peers.
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What has been demonstrated in the interviews with parents is the significance of 
emotionally laden contexts for learning. Individual development and progress takes place 
certainly through age-related categories of identity and the emotional context in which 
they occur. These widen as the experience of kindergarten school forces interaction with 
other children and ever- widening networks of people. The central role of the teacher can 
be identified as can the role of the peer group. The family and parents remain as crucial 
as ever but are less negotiable than the relationships available outside the family. As the 
individualꞌs skills become more advanced and developed, self-presentation and identity 
with others is required. Hierarchies and statuses have to be negotiated and friendship as 
distinct from kinship develops, and hopefully a sense of self which is private, secure, 
tolerant and open can evolve. For the subjects of this thesis, the children and their parents, 
negotiating a path through all of this involved the locus of the kindergarten. It was this 
system, structure and what can be termed a learning-focussed ꞌinteraction orderꞌ (Goffman, 
cited in Jenkins, 2004 ibid: 67) of the classroom and playground which was the focus for 
critical thinking in this thesis.

4.7 Part 3 Evidence : from the curriculum and lessons plan Background

This section of the thesis discusses the findings of the new and distinctive curriculum of 
learning activities that was developed as a crucial part of the classroom leadership designed to 
foster critical thinking strategies. The activities were integrated into the content of the standard 
curriculum in several different ways: through cognitive, behavioural, communicative and 
developmental activities. The positive results described below indicate that these methods 
are well worth incorporating into the process of regular teaching. However, whereas the 
results and findings of the research diary and of the parental interviews can be located within 
a particular mode or method of research activity, the curriculum is not easily placed in a 
specific place or time. The curriculum is everything to do with learning and teaching and it 
was in a sense ubiquitous, permeating all of the activities of the kindergarten throughout the 
period of the work-based project and throughout the writing up of the project. The findings 
of the research and development which took place at Deir-Hanna therefore, in respect of 
pedagogic and curricular concerns, drew on all appropriate aspects of the research and on 
the daily practices of the kindergarten.

The most striking finding within this framework is that critical thinking strategies cannot 
be transmitted verbally from kindergarten teacher to the child. The child must be an active 
partner in the process, through an inductive process in which generalizations and laws are 
discovered and formulated by the children themselves. Among the appraisals that were 
conducted (which are discussed in detail later in this section), the children’s part in the 
learning process was based on the following two components which themselves were 
conceptualised within the model which put the child at the centre of thinking and action:
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• linguistic mediation - verbalizing the knowledge by participating in discussions. 
In this way, the children adopted language as a tool for verbalizing their thought 
processes and structuring their knowledge

• learning by experience - this was based on concrete experience in the knowledge 
acquisition process.

The elements of the learning process underpinned the specific methods that were adopted 
to teach critical thinking and learning. The three principle teaching methods that were 
employed in order to facilitate critical thinking were as follows:

Method A : Questions to awaken critical thinking

These questions fall into the following categories: 

• questions that aim to get the child to understand the usage of the right language and to 
understand the structure of the problem

• questions of understanding that help the child classify the problem, understand 
the problem, understand new concepts and distinguish between the known and the 
unknown. For example: What is the problem? What are the facts associated with the 
problem?

• destabilizing questions: these questions undermine the basic assumptions and fixed 
beliefs of students. These questions cast doubt on the obvious, reveal problems 
without simple solutions and require thinking about the roots of things

• social questions: these are questions relevant to the lives of learners and the society 
in which they live

• questions directed at the solution process: how to solve the problem? These were open 
questions, which in principle have no definite answer. However, in practice they have 
multiple different answers and sometimes contradictory ones

• questions that direct the children to think about the process of learning and about 
themselves as learners, in order to develop the ability of self-guidance, planning and 
control. For example: What did you learn today? What did I learn about myself? In 
this part, practical questions were used where information was accessible to children.

Method B : Allocation of time to think

Thinking requires time. Dedicating time to think sends a message about the expectations 
of the process and helps develop a culture of thinking in the kindergarten. Research 
indicates that the responses of children to questions get better and deeper when they 
have more time to think before they respond (Dasborough, 2006). It is very important 
to establish norms that respect the need for time to think critically. The findings of the 
research show that the allocation of thinking time was an important element in this project 
for the development of critical thinking. For example, while performing activities I had to 
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tell the children, that I really enjoyed hearing from them and it is so great to listen to their 
answers, but after thinking in depth, therefore, I would be very thankful if they would use 
two minutes for thinking, and only after this time would I listen to their answers, instead 
of saying to them: is there anyone who is interested in sharing his/her thoughts with me? 
(Research Diary, 19/01/2012).

Method C : Reciprocal teaching and peer assessment (mutual learning)

Children learn and also teach by speaking in front of the children in the kindergarten. Children 
who teach their friends in a group or as part of a speech in front of the other kindergarteners 
are required to use different strategies for organising and presenting information. These 
cognitive tasks call for a combination of critical thinking processes for planning, monitoring 
and evaluation of the children’s performances and for peer assessment.

4.8 The lessons and learning

Over the course of this study, the researcher used a set of four different ꞌcurricularꞌ activities 
to promote critical thinking strategies (which develop in parallel with the sense of personal 
responsibility, as discussed in Chapter 3). These four activities were carried out, one after 
the other, for 5 separate groups of 5-6 children each. The first activity was the storytelling 
exercise; the second activity was the earthworm exercise; the third activity was the puddle 
exercise; and the final activity was the drawing exercise, whose results are discussed 
independently in this chapter. While each child experienced this set of activities only 
once, these activities are representative of the leadership teaching techniques throughout 
the year of action research, and they provide real-time data for observing critical thinking 
skills in kindergarteners. Each of the four activities is described below and analytical 
findings and meanings for each are drawn out from the data.

Activity 1 : the story: ‘Ward and the Spring of Water ’

Using stories as a learning tool is part of a continuum of cognitive activities that deal 
with the areas of linguistic communication and emotional and social behaviour. These 
activities deal with social skills such as children’s communication with their peers, 
listening, developing tolerance towards others and understanding their needs, coping with 
difficulties and answering questions. The story allows children to express their opinions, 
use problem-solving skills to offer solutions, and see situations from the perspective of 
other people. All this is made possible in a group dialogue, since different views are 
heard about what is happening and different positions are taken by different children. In 
this fashion, the child compares his or her views with opinions of other members of the 
group, and either strengthens his or her position or changes it. The discussion about the 
story invites a thought process about choosing strategies for problem solving, about the 
commitment of the individual to society and vice versa. It also sponsors a willingness of 
the children to work towards common goals, solving the problem in a democratic way 
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and creating a pleasant and friendly atmosphere between the members of the group in 
particular and the children in the kindergarten in general.

Storyline: The story is set in a small village where there is no running water, and the 
inhabitants must walk a long distance to get water from the spring. Ward is a young boy 
who fetches water for his family. One day he trips and falls on his way home; later he has 
a meeting with his parents to try finding a solution, but they cannot think of one. When 
his leg is healed, he returns to get water again but notices that the other people are tired. 
He decides to call a village meeting under a big tree in the centre of the village. Many 
people attend and work together to try find a solution. They decide to dig a channel from 
the spring to the centre of the village. Everyone helps dig the channel, and soon they can 
fetch water from a pool in the village centre. The story ends by challenging the reader to 
think of other ways Ward can use the water to improve his village.

The teacher told the children the title of the story, after which the children were asked to 
speculate about the storyline based on the title. The children then divided themselves into 
small groups and the teacher chose one group with which she would work. This group 
focused on learning the story, with the aim of teaching it to the other groups at a later 
stage. By giving them this assignment, it was hypothesized that they would be forced to 
exercise their nascent sense of personal responsibility.

The atmosphere was quiet and calm as the children attentively listened to the teacherꞌs 
reading of the story, as the teacher did not allow children to ask or comment during the 
reading. When the children interrupted the teacher to ask a question, the teacher responded 
by asking the children to wait until the end, promising the children the opportunity to 
speak at that point.

After the reading was complete, free discussion was prompted amongst the children. 
Every child waited for his or her turn to give an opinion on the story; the others listened 
carefully before discussing what had been said by their classmate. This indicates that 
throughout the year, the kindergarten teacher had trained the children in conducting 
dialogues premised on listening to and respecting others.

The story invites critical thinking in a number of ways. The tables below present the 
questions asked by the students and the answers proposed by other students, demonstrating 
their critical thinking, collaborative group strategies, and ability to interrogate the material 
that is presented to them (see Appendix 2.1 interview: 1 and Research Diary: 21.03.2012).
Information about the story:

• name of the story: ‘Ward and the Spring of Water
• authors: Naif Farhat and Professor Michael Kreindler
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• illustrator: Abed Al-Salam Sabe
• number of pages: 24
• printer: Dar Alhuda
• Editor: Ahmed Chamud.

Figure 10 : Questions asked and answered by the children

In addition, the kindergarten teacher encouraged the children to develop their own questions 
as much as possible. In the following table, it is notable that Child B was empowered in 
this environment to stand up for his logical and critical view, which countered the other 
childrensꞌ automatic respect for authority.

Child C: How does the person at 
the foreground of the picture on 
the front cover feel? 

Child B: Angry, because her father went to work and her mother is 
home alone and she is crying because she was afraid of being alone. 
Child D: The woman is angry because she does not want to return 
home and wants to remain at the pool to drink water. 
Child Y: She is afraid of a monster, which is very large, with one head, 
two eyes and a mouth. His voice is high.
Child A: Angry that father left her and went to work and she began to 
cry because she was left alone at home. She then went to the pool and 
swam. 
Child Y: She is angrier than the second woman on the cover is because 
she hit her. Then her mother came and hit her because she caused 
many problems. 
Child A: She is angry that her father hit her because he wants to go to 
work and she is clinging to him.

Child B: What is she doing? Child C: She is carrying a bucket of water 
Child A: The bucket is empty 
Child C: No, the bucket is filled with water 
Child A: The bucket has a hole and is dripping water.
Child Y: She puts the bucket on her head when she is angry with her 
husband. 
Child D: She is angry with her father.

Child A: What is happening in the 
picture on the front cover? 

Child B: A child is filling a bucket with water 
Child C: A girl is carrying a bucket and wants to fill it with water 
Child Y: A woman is carrying a bucket with no water in it. 
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Figure 11 : Developing independent questions

Child C: Who in your 
opinion is the hero in the 
story? 

All the children voted for the lady, except Child B who voted for the boy 

Child A: What would you 
like to say to the child who 
is at the side of the well? 

Child D: Do not throw cake into the pool.
Child B: Why are you playing with drinking water? 
Child Y: Why are you filling the bucket with water? 
Child C: That I want to help him.
Child D: Why do you need the water? 

Child B: How do we know 
who the hero in the story is? 

Child B: (who voted for the boy): The boy, because the story is built around him 
Those who voted for the lady said: 
because she is bigger 

Child Y: When did the story 
occur? 

Child B: A long time ago. The house is not the same as our houses.
Child A: A long time ago because they do not have water in their houses 
Child C: In the morning, because it is not dark.
Child D: It happened in the summer Child C: No, they are not wearing 
summer clothes.
Child D: There are no leaves on the ground.
Child A: There are no clouds.
Child C: In the spring because there is Grass and the trees are green.

Child B: Where did the story 
occur? 

Child C: In the village. 
Child A: Next to the house since there are trees around.
Child Y: On the mountain since there is Earth, stones and a well.
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Along with a description of opportunities to help the learner develop, I will explain how 
the children’s suggestions were treated by the teacher, as well as follow-up activities that 
fostered learning and critical thinking. The activities of the group with the story revealed 
some of the characteristics of critical thinking and the impact of educational leadership.

Fostering the learning environment

The different atmospheres found during the activity that foster learning with critical thinking 
and personal responsibility were as follows. Firstly, an atmosphere where there are open 
learning modes was identified. Learners were given an opportunity to raise hypotheses 
and identify problems that children must deal with in the story. This arrangement brings 
forth different levels of critical thinking and allows for a variety of answers. Here no 
uniform response is required of the children, but rather different responses. In solving 
the problem, the children offered various solutions and each solution was different from 
the other’s approach and in the way, it was implemented. The proposals reflect original 
personal thoughts of the children. The wealth of proposals indicated that the task allowed 
individual expression by children and put them at the centre of the learning process. 
While the children discussed possible answers the teacher encouraged them to expand on 
those answers.

Secondly, an atmosphere that fosters collaborative learning and teamwork was identified. 
The children were sitting in the group, and the activities required cooperation between them. 
The teacher asked the group to reach common decisions in several phases of the activity. 
The children had to agree on a solution to the problem as well as how to present this solution 
to the other children: this activity enhanced the extent and quality of their dialogue.

Thirdly an atmosphere that encourages assertiveness in the child and promotes a sense 
of individuality was encouraged. The story invites the expressing of personal opinions. 
Everybody has the opportunity to suggest an original solution to the problem, and persuade 
the members of the group about the justice of that idea.

Fourthly, an atmosphere was developed that encourages knowledge, understanding, 
and asking questions. The children worked together and made joint decisions about the 
knowledge of details and facts obtained by mutual consent, and no child took control of 
the decisions in the group. Child A was the leader of the discussion, asking who wanted 
to start the discussion and asking the other children to give more ideas. In other words, 
the children followed the procedures for building and sharing the knowledge of the group.

An analysis of the suggestions of the children

The children discussed what could be the main problem in the story and decided it was the 
lack of water in the village, after looking at other possibilities such as the lack of faucets 
and cars, the charactersꞌ fatigue and the distance to the spring.
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Children offered five different solutions to the problem presented in the story:

1. Child Y: “I think we can each dig a well near the house, and no one else will fill from 
it.” Child Y offers a technical solution by marking out borders. A border is a clear 
and agreed-upon sign near the home. With actual markings, the problem is solved.

2. Child A: “The people can decide that whoever does not have enough area to dig a 
well should ask his neighbour to dig in the middle of the area between them without 
fighting; they can talk to each other and decide.” Child A highlighted the dialogue 
with Child Y by using the principle of justice. The problem can be solved through 
dialogue in which everyone states his or her entitlements and needs. People can 
compromise with their neighbours and there is no reason to argue.

3. Child C: “I think the neighbour does not have to dig a well in the middle area. They 
can dig a large trench in the centre of the village where all rainwater will flow 
down into it. It will become the place where the people of the village can go to get 
water instead of going far away and getting tired.” Child C’s proposal also solves 
the problem, but it leads to conflict between people. Why must the people in the 
centre of the village give a piece of their own land to dig a well while the others give 
nothing: that would not be right? They have to start looking for another solution to 
the problem.

4. Child D: “Let us bring a car and the people can travel by car to the spring and fill 
up their buckets and return home by car.” This is another way to solve the problem 
and search for the right solution for everyone. Child A: “But at that time there 
were no cars. Your solution is not acceptable.” He turned to other members of the 
group and said: “They all agree with me.” Child A gave a personal interpretation 
of knowledge, presented his knowledge and applied it to this situation. He made a 
personal decision and shared with the others in order to receive a collective decision. 
He included the other children in his decision-making.

5. Child B: “We have a piece of land far from the village in the vicinity of the village 
spring where my uncles dug a trench so that the water can come up to our plot of 
land. Let them dig a trench from the spring to the village just as my uncles did.” 

This is another way of solving the problem based on cooperation between all the people in 
the village. He used the knowledge he had acquired in the past and fitted it to the current 
situation. Child B addresses the root problem. What causes the fatigue and walking long
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distances? The spring is far and it is necessary to walk long distances, leading to tiredness. 
Child B proposed dealing with the root of problem. It is a good solution to eliminate the 
long journey and carrying the heavy bucket so this does not become a problem.

The teacher intervened and asked, “What do you think is the fairest solution?”

The teacher then allowed discussion between members of the group to help the children 
understand that their peers had different opinions. The discussion encouraged the children 
to clarify the differences between the solutions and to use their critical thinking skills. All 
the members of the groups stated their ideas and then discussed the various proposals, 
while the teacher mediated but did not dictate- the learning process. The goal was to reach 
a collective decision towards solving the problem, coping with opposing viewpoints, 
formulating questions and hypotheses and analysis of results and conclusions, which 
could then be presented to the other children.

Activity 2 : Twisting earthworms

This particular learning program for the children was designed to provide learning 
strategies and tools to deal with different situations of which the basic background 
material is the promotion of cognitive growth in early childhood. Therefore, this is of 
significance to the holistic view of cognition and the need to simultaneously relate to all its 
components. When faced with different situations, we must choose appropriate thinking 
strategies and allocate resources to improve them, before performing a cognitive task. 
For instance, when executing task-based critical thinking, we begin making predictions 
about the specific task. These predictions lead to setting goals / strategies of thinking or 
improving old goals and strategies, which leads us to analyse and explain the conclusions 
at which we have arrived.

Experience is important from the point of view of cognitivity. The structure of an 
earthworm is very different from the structure of any animals known to the child. When 
we observe the common mammals, the children look for body parts that they recognize 
and that are similar to their own. They usually find most of them. This way they can 
imagine and speculate about the function of the animal: how does it eat, how does it walk, 
and how does it see and live? Earthworms invoke in the children a different experience. 
It is so different from us and other animals that we recognize that studying its body parts 
and functions is like solving a detective puzzle. Only careful monitoring allows for the 
learning to occur. Observing an earthworm is important for the stimulation of curiosity, 
encouragement of observation and for practising the process of drawing conclusions.

During this process, the researcher was informed by the approaches of Vygotsky (1978), 
Piaget (1954), cited in Suleeman (2008), in the building and improvement of critical 
thinking through the notion of stages of development through which we can improve the 
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learning and teaching processes, building one upon the other. Therefore, the objectives of 
the activity in the process were:

• familiarity with invertebrate animals
• acquisition of knowledge through observation, experience, research and learning
• developing critical thinking which is based on predictions and obtaining conclusions.

The information gathered by the children included the following: Earthworms are found 
after rain; they can be found in the garden, in the soil and in wet places. Its body structure 
is circles, blood, hair, skin, mouth, and joints and red and white blood cells. Its colour is 
brownish red and greyish red. Longitudinal muscles contract and stretch so they allow 
the progress of the earthworm in its bumpy winding crawl. It feeds only on plant parts. It 
fertilizes the soil. The earthworm is both a father and a mother. It lays eggs and digs small 
tunnels in the ground.

The questions asked by the children included the following: Which ones are the shortest 
and the longest earthworms? How deep in the ground can an earthworm reach? Are all 
earthworms lean? Why earthworms are dirty all the time? Why do earthworms get dirty? 
Who grows it? Does it have a mother and father? Does it have a family? Do earthworms 
sting? Does it bite? Why at times does the earthworm seem short and at times it becomes 
long? How does an earthworm dig in the ground? How does an earthworm dig? If it does 
not have eyes, how does it see? How does it grind its food if it has no teeth? If we were to 
put the earthworm on the table in the kindergarten and it starts to crawl, what will happen 
to it when it gets to the edge of the table? What is the material that the earthworm leaves 
behind? Why does it release that material? Does the earthworm crawl on its stomach or 
back? What is its body made of? Does it eat? What does it eat? Does it go to the bathroom? 
Why are some earthworms brown and red and others grey and red? Where are there other 
earthworms? By synthesizing the information and posing questions, the children gave 
meaning to information through explanations, answers and conclusions.

Critical thinking techniques

To mediate this process, the children used the following critical thinking techniques:

• Comparing and contrasting of ideas. For example, Child E suggested that it had 
a house like their own houses. With a smile, Child F said, “How does it grow up 
without a home, all the animals have houses”.

• Distinguishing similarities and differences. Child G asked, “How is its body 
structure different from our body structure?” Child H asked, “What body parts do 
we have in common?”.

• Establishing hypotheses such as how the earthworm moved. Child I said, “Maybe 
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it uses these hairs to move forward?”  Child F pointed out that it had no legs, it had 
longitudinal muscles that shrink and stretch, enabling its forward movement.

• Clarifying beliefs and conclusions. Child F said, “Does it emit fluids while creeping, 
like a snail?” Child H answered, “Let us bring a glass and put it on the glass so that 
we can look at it”.

• In-depth studies of the fundamental questions. Child E asked, “How deep in the 
ground can get an earthworm reach?” Child H asked, “Does an earthworm have a 
mother or father?”.

• Proposal and formulation of solutions. Child F said, “Let us speculate, why is it, 
that at times we see a short earthworm and another time the same earthworm becomes 
long?” The solutions were: Child E said, “Earthworms have muscles.” Child G said, “I 
said muscle length.” Child E suggested longitudinal muscles that contract and stretch. 
Child H said, “When shrinking, stretching, they allow the earthworm to progress in a 
bumpy winding crawl”. Child I said, “Yes, just like the practice we did”.

• Independent thinking. Child H said, “I saw movement in the ground so I decided 
to track the movement of the earth so I stayed a few minutes and observed until 
Child F called me and I told him, “Come, come, let’s look at this area, there is 
possibly something inside that is causing the earth to move”. He came up to me and 
we observed the movement of the earth and suddenly we saw an earthworm hiding. 
We decided not to disturb it but to stay and observed it until it left. We then called 
Mohammed to bring the jar and we put it in the jar.  Additionally, the children used 
the following techniques relating to personal responsibility:

• Experience of dialogue. Child H said, “Child E, do you know how the earthworm 
goes into the earth?” Child G answered him and said, “It swims.” With a smile, Child 
E responded and said, “First, you should have waited for me until I answered, because 
he asked me first; it does not swim but crawls, do you know why?” “Oh, now I 
remember,” said Child G, “its longitudinal muscles help it crawl.” Child H intervened 
and said, “Child G is right, you should have given her time to answer me and after 
that, if you have more to say then certainly we would happily listen to you”.

•  Investigation of the emotions that guide the thinking process. Child E, “I like 
to touch reptiles.” Child G said, “Me too.” Child I added, “I was repulsed when I 
picked it up and it left stuff on my hands.” Child H said, “I’m not repulsed by reptiles 
and animals, I love to hold them and play with them. I suggest you go and wash your 
hands because maybe the earthworm is sick and you can catch the disease.” Child E 
replied, “Oh, let’s all go together to wash our hands. I am afraid of diseases and do not 
want to be absent from kindergarten.”

• Development of intellectual courage. Child H said, “Let us try and scatter leaves 
and roots of plants on the earth that lines the jar of earthworm. What will we see?” 
Child E responded, “Here, look at how the earthworm has begun to poke out from 
the earth.” Child G said, “Wow, look how earthworm is pulling towards himself 
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the plant parts we laid for him.” Child H added, “Let us try and see if earthworms 
eat meat” Child F said, “Oh no, he is not coming closer.” Child E stated, “In my 
opinion he only eats parts of plants.” Child G asked, “How did you know?” Child E 
explained, “Yesterday my mother and I sat and looked for online information.” Child 
F said, “Look at how he gorged himself on the roots.” Child H added, “Not only the 
roots but also the leaves, here will you see it”.

Activity 3 : Visiting a puddle Background

This program is an example of how one can plan learning activities that integrates the 
goals of the teaching content and the objectives of developing critical thinking skills. 
The analysis was based on the frameworks developed by Edward de Bono and discussed 
in the Literature Review in Chapter 2. In the framework of this program, the curriculum 
was enriched with science in order to foster strategic and critical scientific thinking and 
strategies of argument. The program was carried out in the following way:

1.  Invitation to research: the researcher sat with the children and discussed how to 
prepare for a trip to a puddle and how to notify the parents. They decided it was best 
to write a letter. They cut Bristol board in the shape of a boot, and wrote a detailed 
message on one side of the boot, and allowed the children to decorate the other side 
with water-colour paint that fitted the subject.

2. Thinking about the experiment: comments and questions made by the children 
when asked about the project included: Is the puddle is deep or shallow? How deep is 
it? How can we measure its depth and with what? Why do you think I got the sticks 
that are marked? If I dip one of the marked sticks into the water, how high will the 
water be? Let us try to dip one of the sticks that we brought along into a puddle and 
let us see how high the water is. Let us measure the depth of one or two additional 
puddles and see which is the deepest.

3. Building arguments: the question that the researcher asked was: Why did I 
request the marked sticks? The arguments were: Child B: “Because you want to 
teach us mathematics.” Child P: “In order for us to measure the depth of the puddles.” 
Child Q: “We should measure the puddles.” Child R: We want to check the depth of 
the puddle.” The researcher listened to all the arguments they presented, and then 
we discussed what the children thought was the most probable argument- she then 
explained to them that we measure the depth of the puddles with these marked sticks.

4. Activities for open research: how would we measure the depth of the puddle if we did not 
have those sticks? I listened with interest and emphasized that is exactly what our goal is right 
now.

Despite the declared objective of the study, to develop critical thinking strategies, the 
strategies were not taught in isolation but integrated within the content of the regular 
science curriculum of the kindergarten. The outcome of the programme was a collection 
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of thinking activities that can be integrated into the regular lessons. The lessons always 
began with a real problem or a question related to specific scientific phenomenon that 
children are called upon to solve. 

In this activity in particular, it became clear that information of this nature could not be 
transmitted verbally from the teacher to the child. Rather, the child must be an active 
partner in the process of building new knowledge. Critical knowledge, according 
to Darmoni and Levy, 2007 and Vygotsky, 2004 cited in Suleeman, 2008, is abstract 
knowledge. Assuming that this proposition is valid for my purposes, then critical 
thinking as a type or expression of knowledge must be built into a supportive framework. 
One means of doing this within the confines of this project was to adapt Vygotsky’s 
claim that children learn through relevant experiences so that learning can be applied 
and implemented in a practical manner. This approach is based on the importance of 
experience in the knowledge acquisition process. For example, the meaning of depth is an 
abstract concept for the child. He cannot understand it if he does not build his knowledge 
through experience and social interaction and use the language as a ‘tool’ for verbalizing 
thoughts and constructing critical knowledge.

Implementation and results

Over the course of a single brief activity which was intended to reveal critical thinking 
through playing, a dramatic improvement was evident in children’s thinking at the 
strategic level. This involved their ability to use a strategy such as that of ‘playing’ and in 
the level of their cognitive/ critical knowledge. The teaching leadership strategies relating 
to a ꞌscientificꞌ form of critical thinking are summarized in the following figure:
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Figure 12 : The teaching leadership strategies relating to a ꞌscientificꞌ form of critical 
thinking

The first stage of our visit to the puddle allowed the researcher to formulate and clarify 
the questions she was asking the children. She made sure not to use abstract questions, 
instead asking opening questions that had defined answers such as, “If we stand at this 
point there and look at the two puddles, which one do you think is the bigger? How did 
you know? What led you to think this way? How will you convince me that this puddle is 
larger than the second one? What did you rely on for your answer? How will you prove it 
to me? Which one do you think is wider? How did you know? What led you to think this? 
How will you prove to me that this is the best answer?”

Every thought process must be based on assumptions. We must clarify the assumptions and 
see if they are justified. For example, when asking the children how they could prove that 
this puddle is wider than the other is, they made assumptions such as Child B who said, 
“Let us hold hands and make a circle around the puddle.” Child G said, “Let us bring stones 
and arrange them around a puddle.” Child P suggested, “Let us bring empty Coke bottles 
and arrange them around the puddle.” After discussing the assumptions, everybody agreed 
to the suggestion of holding hands. The researcher then asked who could guess how many 
children were needed to surround the puddle. They gave many answers. She then tried to 
prove to them which hypothesis was correct. She asked them to stand tightly next to each 
other around the puddle. They still needed two more children to surround it. Once again, 
she asked them to hold hands leaving a bit more space so that we would not need the same 
number of children. Thus, they examined how assumptions shape children’s observation on 
the subject and how we investigate additional points of view.

The program

Content + thinking

Thinking through 
means of activity

1st stage

2nd stage

3rd stageBuilding of critical 
knowledge
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Information, data and evidence are the basis for thinking. If we have data, we can argue 
and form conclusions based on that data. For example, is the water inside the puddle clean 
and clear like drinking water? The researcher listened with interest to their answers and 
then Child B asked to pour water from a bottle which we had filled with tap water in the 
kindergarten into a clear glass, and then fill a second glass with water from the puddle 
and check which one was clearer. Activities like these give us clear data, which can be 
corroborated and then reviewed as evidence.

It can be argued that every thought process is expressed and shaped through concepts 
and ideas. In devising learning and teaching strategies we must also consider alternative 
concepts or alternative definitions of the main concepts. One example concerned asking 
the children to throw a small stone into a puddle to see what would happen to the stone 
and what would happen to the water, and the children said, “The stone went into the 
water” instead of saying that the stone sank. Another example was when they said, “The 
water in the puddle started to make small circles” instead of saying rippling water. A third 
example was when Child P suggested, “Look, and you follow the ripples of water, to 
where they disappear”.

Thinking is giving meaning to information by explanations, analysis and conclusions. 
For example, when I asked the children to look at a puddle and see if they can recognize 
themselves or their friends in it. They started to raise such explanations, Child B said, 
“Look, when I smile my image smiles in the puddle.” Child R responded to him and said, 
“You mean the puddle is like a mirror, I also see myself but not clearly.” The researcher 
intervened and asked them, “I wonder, how can we see our image in the mirror and in 
the water in a puddle and we cannot see it in a tree trunk.” The children began to think 
and fell silent while they looked at each other. She intervened again and said “Look at 
your hands, can you see your face?” They all answered that they could not. Then, “What 
is common between the tree trunk and the palm of your hand?” Child G said, “They are 
thick.” Child Q said, “They are not transparent.” Here the children started to explain and 
identify hypotheses to be able to reach conclusions via exploratory discussions on the 
nature of certain substances which were ‘thick’ and ‘not transparent’ and these conclusions 
themselves could be explored and tested.

The researcher also directed the children to look at issues and questions in a different way, 
to find alternatives, and consider alternative or complementary options. For example, in 
the winter all mothers tell their children ‘Do not go into puddles’. I, however, encouraged 
the children to think about the puddle, to splash around and get muddy. When they 
experience a puddle (walking, surrounding it, and watching it), they develop a sensory 
motor point of view. Children will learn plenty of concepts: deep / shallow, wide / narrow, 
clear / cloudy in such an environment. They will experience influencing the material -
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creating waves in a puddle, and experience the creativity and the concept of floating / 
sinking while preparing boats and floating them. At repeated visits, the children will learn 
about sequence, changes and the causes of changes: rain means a big puddle; and bright 
days mean a shrinking puddle.

Through such activities the children were encouraged to plan and to take some responsibility 
for their own learning. The children made practical suggestions about developing their 
learning and experience. Child Q said, “We will prepare a letter to our parents and inform 
them that we are planning a trip to a puddle”. Child G suggested that the children wear 
wellington boots. Child R added to this by suggesting they also wear heavy coats. After 
discussing all the options with the group members, it was decided on wellington boots. 
They began getting ready for the trip and the children began to experience the novelty of 
a trip to a puddle.

To sum up, in order to implement critical thinking among children, several means and 
approaches were used. The main means were storytelling, peer listening, answering 
questions, group dialogues, free discussion in class and respect for the views of others. 
In addition, practical tasks were also undertaken such as letter recognition and writing 
and drawing skills. During these processes children absorbed information, learned how 
to verbalise knowledge and how to question and doubt given situations; all elements of 
what we can view as critical thinking for kindergartners.
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Table 7 : Synopsis 4 (Findings and outcomes for pedagogy in the kindergarten)

Actual tasks and activities
- story telling
- peer listening
- memory activities
- gaining the attention of the learner
- answering questions
- group dialogues
- free discussion in class and 

respect for othersꞌ views
- letter recognition and writing skills
- drawing
- repetition
- practice

Changes in kindergarten pedagogy and 
practice for the teacher and parent

- personal responsibility and viability 
as a key objective for learners

- demonstration of critical thinking 
skills by teachers and learners

- child at centre of educational process
- emotional (responses) and 

inputs from leadership
- cognitive abilities enhanced
- learning dialogue with child
- trust
- listening
- support and encouragement
- sincerity

Outcomes and actual critical 
thinking techniques

- comparing and contrasting ideas
- distinguishing similarities and differences
- establishing hypotheses
- clarifying beliefs and conclusions
- in-depth studies of fundamental questions
- formulation of solutions
- independent thinking
- personal responsibility
- experience of dialogue
- investigations of emotions that guide thinking
- intellectual courage
- verbalising of knowledge

Process of learning for critical 
thinking identified and tested (4.3.2)

- absorbing information
- linguistic mediation
- verbalising knowledge
- knowledge acquisition
- vocabulary development
- questioning
- self-guidance and control
- time management
- open learning atmosphere(s)
- independent thinking
- child at centre of educational process
- improved independence and autonomy
- diversity of views
- re-enforcement
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4.9 Evidence from the children’s portfolios and analysis of drawings

Following on from the findings of the research techniques and methods used in the 
research diary, in the parental interviews and in the curriculum and lesson plans (see 
Table 5 Synopsis 3), this section of the thesis reports on the findings of the research 
specifically into the childrenꞌs drawings and the portfolios they produced. This evidence 
related strongly to the intention to explore interpretivist evidence and to demonstrate both 
cognitive and emotional development as aspects of critical thinking in kindergartners. On 
average from the age of three, drawing the human figure, the home, a tree and the family, 
is a common experience among preschool children. Therefore, the researcher focused on 
the development of drawing the human figure, the home, a tree and the family. At that 
age the children are learning to develop their cognitive skills and sensitivity, it is hoped, 
by using aspects of the model of critical thinking and personal responsibility which have 
been demonstrated in this thesis.

The cognitive aspect must be emphasized in the drawing of the human figure, home, tree 
and family from all the drawings that the children made and the researcher focused on 
the cognitive and emotional aspects as opposed to just the acquisition of understanding 
and the experience of pleasure. Cognitive processes in this context relate to the processes 
of acquiring and organising information, involving memory, learning, perception, verbal 
expression, understanding, decision making, solving problems, reaching conclusions and 
the presentation of knowledge (Coles, 1993). There were of course emotional aspects 
of this activity and these included the development of perceptual awareness and the 
subjective understanding of drawings and representations of objects in the world and in 
the heads and feelings (hearts) of children.

Indicative Findings

In this section, I will present in summary form the way critical thinking is reflected in 
children’s drawing. Drawings are an important tool in understanding the ways young 
children think and express themselves. Therefore, drawings were used in the current 
study to explore and develop notions of critical thinking and this research followed the 
suggestions of Roberts-Holmes (2011), as an educator who has argued that drawings are a 
powerful means through which children express their feelings and explore and learn (see 
also Mukherji and Albon, 2009: 214, cited in Mukherji and Albon, 2015).

The findings of the research in this thesis showed that the introduction and development 
of critical thinking had an impact on the quality of the drawings of human figures, houses, 
trees and families among pre-school children. The children showed very careful attention 
to the details of the images they were producing.
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The children’s emotions were visible in the drawings, and the drawings inspired emotional 
reactions in the children when they viewed them. In addition to the description of the 
image characterized by the spatial organization on the page, it required the inclusion of 
earth and skylines along with details contained in the drawing. It can also be added, that 
the mediation of parents in the home helped promote and improve the cognitive aspects 
in pre-school children beginning with their first steps such as the ability to listen and use 
verbal expressions, reaching conclusions, decision-making and problem solving.

My insights drawn from the presentation and analysis of the children’s drawings led me 
to the following tentative conclusions and headings.

Image of a person

The children in the kindergarten, who were three years of age, drew an image, which 
showed a person standing on a base line i.e. the earth. In the picture, the people were 
placed over the earth, not standing directly on it, and were drawn using consistent lines. 
The researcher’s kindergarten children aged four years drew images of a person that were 
rich in detail, standing directly on the base line i.e. the earth. The images were arranged 
on a base line at the bottom of the page and were invested with many details besides the 
image of the person, such as numbers, trees, houses, lines; the images were also drawn 
with consistent dark lines. 

Figure 13 : Drawings by children

Drawing of houses

The researcherꞌs pre-schoolers aged three years drew houses with the following 
characteristics: the roof of the house was a triangular shape with tiles common to most 
houses. The location of the houses was centred on the page and the page included detailed 
items besides the drawing of the house. The door was large in relation to the building and 
the sun was common in all drawings.
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The children of my kindergarten aged four years painted houses that contained a base 
line and skyline and the shape of the house was suited to the page area. There were steps 
leading to the door, and a there was great investment into details that surrounded the 
house.

Figure 14 : Drawing of houses

Drawing of a tree

The researcherꞌs pre-schoolers aged three years drew the tree with base lines and skylines, 
with details between them well organized on the page. The tree was drawn in proportion 
to the size of the page and a good deal of detail was invested in the tree and its environs.

The researcherꞌs four-year old kindergarten children drew trees well. The drawings were 
well organized and drawn on the centre of the page. The tree and its surroundings were 
rich with details with carefully placed base lines and skylines and all the details were in 
proportion to the size of the page.

Kindergarten children (aged 5-6) drew the tree and used colours and shades. While there 
were no base lines or skylines, the lines were consistent.
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Figure 15 : Drawing of a tree

Drawing of the family

The researcher’s pre-schoolers aged three years drew a family that were depicted between 
base lines and skylines. The images were in proportion with the page and were invested 
with details, both familial and in the surroundings. All the images were standing on the 
earth.

The researcher’s kindergarten children aged four years drew the family with a great deal 
of detail aside from the images drawn, for example, there were letters and numbers. There 
were base lines and skylines and the drawing was in proportion to the paper and the 
images were on the earth.

Figure 16 : Drawing of the family

Methods and conclusions on the children’s drawings

The children’s drawing portfolios were an indicative attempt to demonstrate the existence 
and use of evidence concerning the growth of cognitive and emotional capacities in my 
kindergarten children. How children perceive and represent the objects and people in the 
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world around themselves is significant for the general development of learning skills and 
I believed it held significance for the more particular critical thinking skills which it was 
the purpose of the thesis to explore. The range and scope of the evidence and the limited 
applicability of the research method in this particular aspect was such that only limited 
data was admissible and only limited analysis and conclusions were thus possible. The 
developmental outcomes were in this particular case somewhat fragmentary and of limited 
applicability; though perhaps some attention to the individual differences displayed in the 
drawings was available to the teacher/researcher. 

What was displayed, I believe, was the educational and learning characteristics in young 
learners which can be stimulated in different educational environments, using different 
sources and approaches. Drawings and representational art appears to generate responses 
which are intrinsically rewarding and challenging for young learners. The specific approach 
adopted in the work-related project did not, however, allow definitions and articulations 
to be precise enough to be measured and ‘scientifically’ (meaning methodologically and 
qualitatively focussed social science in this case) tested. This made general propositions 
and specific ‘hypotheses’ (ie, ideas to be tested in practice and action-learning contexts 
in my own practice) somewhat difficult if they were to be derived and developed from 
the evidence collected through working with the children’s drawings. The attempt itself 
I believe was worthwhile because it attempted a different discourse, reflecting a notion 
of value and practice concerned with art and representation and I had not engaged with 
critical thinking in such a field prior to the research project outlined here in the thesis. 
If its success was limited that provided itself a means of evaluating aspects of my own 
thinking and practice and yielded perhaps other chances to succeed.

Chapter 4 has explicated a range of findings in relation to the key objectives of the thesis. 
These concern the application of key ideas of leadership, curriculum development, 
notions of child-centredness, the role of parental support and the detailed explanation of 
some learning strategies and methods as in the use of stories, experiential involvement 
in activities and the use of drawing from children’s portfolios. All of these factors were 
instrumental in the development of the notion of critical thinking in the kindergarten. The 
next chapter considers the findings from an analytical point of view with an intention to 
draw out meanings and implications for practitioners and learners alike.
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Chapter 5 : Analysis and Evaluation

5.1 Introduction

In this chapter, the author/researcher examines the findings of the study at a general level in 
order to demonstrate that kindergarten children can be helped to develop critical thinking 
skills and a sense of personal responsibility with the help of an effective educational 
leader. Whereas the previous chapter examined the findings of the research activities with 
regard to the original research questions and the four practical research methods used, 
this chapter explores the utility and applicability of the findings within the work- based 
project as a whole, and assesses them in analytical and professional contexts. Within the 
framework of the models used to define and analyse critical thinking and leadership, it 
evaluates the outcomes of leadership activity (Table 1 Synopsis 1 and Table 8 Synopsis 
5), and it assesses the impact of pedagogical practice and the thematic development 
of critical thinking and personal responsibility in young children (Table 1 Synopsis 1) 
brought together within 4 key themes which were as follows;

The management of learning, the management of the kindergarten environment, the 
development of cognitive capacities, emotional and personal responsibility aspects of the 
child’s growth and experience and the management and development of the cultural and 
community context, including that of parents and family.

The primary research question was how educational leadership could better facilitate 
the development of personal responsibility and critical thinking skills in young children 
in the kindergarten. The crucial context was the organisation, structure and location 
of the kindergarten within the Palestinian community, a community with specific and 
challenging circumstances from both within its social and cultural borders and from 
without, in respect of the State of Israel.

This primary research focus can be divided into six analytical issues and concerns and 
these can be conceptualised as framing questions, which are derived from both the work-
based project and from the research phases of the project and are addressed below. These 
framing questions provide a structure for this chapter, dealing with analysis and evaluation 
of the project findings:

1. What kind of educational leadership characteristics and actions help to facilitate the 
development of the critical thinking skills of children aged 3-5 years?

2. What kind of educational leadership characteristics help to facilitate the development 
of the sense of personal responsibility for children aged 3-5 years?

3. What are the characteristics of critical thinking in children aged 3-5 years? 
4. What are the characteristics of personal responsibility and viability in children aged 

3-5 years?
5. What are the tools and skills of independent learning that kindergarten children can 
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use in order to develop their critical thinking skills?
6. How can parents influence the child’s development of personal responsibility and 

critical thinking skills?

The answers to these questions are composed of an amalgam of findings from the research 
phase of the work based project, together with analysis gained from the literature review 
and frameworks or ꞌmodelsꞌ evaluated in earlier chapters of the thesis. The answers to the 
questions are tentative and subject to review and continuing scrutiny as the project itself 
continues to evolve in the life of the children and the community it serves. It must also 
be stated that the answers given here are also derived from an on-going concern with 
professional development and a desire to see the kindergarten fulfil its promise of helping 
children to a better and rewarding future.

5.2 What kind of educational leadership characteristics, environments and actions 
help to facilitate the development of the critical thinking skills of children 3-5 years 
of age?

The findings from the research diary detailed in Chapter 4 have already shown that in 
order to be an effective educational kindergarten teacher/leader the following factors are 
important for the facilitation of the development of critical thinking skills of kindergarten 
children:

• the personal characteristics (personality) of the teacher
• the kindergarten environment: including management and organisational skills
• staff contact with parents: as an aspect of professional development
• leadership capacity, pedagogy and the growth of personal responsibility.

Some of the detail which makes up these categories and was examined in the thesis is 
described and analysed below.

The personal characteristics of the teacher

Personal characteristics, it can be argued, are ultimately governed by the teacher’s vision. 
Vision, as a concept, emphasizes that the educational leaders must pay attention to how 
they visualize the primary educational goals of the kindergarten and how they choose to 
facilitate their vision in order to make it a reality, and how the kindergarten leader must 
lead children, parents and all others involved towards that goal. In this project, in order 
to fulfil the researcher’s vision, she had to present her values and to ensure that there was 
a practical outcome to these values. This was in effect action learning, involving giving 
the children autonomy to explore their interests and thus developing their capacities. The 
practical vision was that education is the most important tool for a bright future, that 
children can help choose their own future, as active learners and can encourage others 
to adopt supportive behaviours. From the researcher’s experience, she observed that 
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these values involve concepts, which are open to wide interpretation, so it is important to 
consider and clarify the meaning of this notion of vision and values within the context of 
her personal and professional life and work.

To win and build respect for children and their parents, she needed to develop her values 
by building trust, warmth, interest, faith and positive communication. This required 
the following: negotiating family rules to accommodate childrenꞌs needs; encouraging 
parents to make time to discuss family matters with children; and communicating with 
each child individually. These activities led to an atmosphere of positivity, making the 
changes easier to accommodate, as detailed in Chapter 4. The importance of a leader/ 
teacherꞌs vision is corroborated by some important commentators on early childhood such 
as Macleod-Brudenell and Kay (2008: 441) who comment on the significance of beliefs 
and values. The evaluation of leadership types (Table 1 Synopsis 1: 36), such as those 
stressing vision and values outlined in Chapter 2 of this thesis, suggested links to specific 
types of pedagogy which facilitated the growth of critical thinking in and beyond the 
kindergarten classroom.

The kindergarten environment including management and organizational skills

The findings of this project on leadership development showed that the way the 
educational environment is organized has a significant impact on the effectiveness of 
the kindergarten. In particular, it was demonstrated that kindergarten management is a 
combination of theory and practice, which gives expression to educational leadership. 
As the kindergarten teacher and as a principal, the researcher fulfilled a leadership 
role in developing childrenꞌs critical thinking and personal responsibility skills in the 
classroom. It was also important to meet with parents in order to help them direct their 
energy and invest it in their children outside of the classroom. This introduced order 
and consistency between environments, enabling all parties to coordinate and organize 
their work (Research Diary, 22/02/2012). In doing so, the researcher worked in several 
stages in order to inspire a shared vision with the staff and the parents, and to change the 
dynamic between each party by encouraging communication, fostering friendship and 
trust and granting freedom in the classroom (Research Diary, 27/01/2012). This enabled 
staff to utilize powerful, more expressive language in order to capture and spread this 
vision. Not only that, the researcher encouraged parents and teachers to demonstrate their 
faith in their children, something that instilled in them greater self- confidence (Research 
Diary, 28/02/2012). The key elements of this aspect of the project are shown below:
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Figure 17 : Kindergarten management skills

The educational environment in kindergarten is a rich learning environment in which 
one can apply different tools, enabling learning through experience, and thus sponsor the 
development of independent critical thinking. Children’s learning occurs through active 
engagement i.e. interaction with materials, phenomena and people. The importance of an 
educational leader is noticeable throughout this interaction. The leader’s language is the 
main instrument for mediation and it allows children to reflect on the learning process. 
In this way, she must mediate between various learning tools and the child, identify 
their scope for development and lead him/her to the next developmental level. Such 
outcomes require an environment of choice that changes with the needs of the children 
and encourages inquiry, e.g. a variety of materials was given to the child and allowed for 
social interaction and points of play to develop as the child itself developed. All of this 
takes place in an atmosphere of mutual cooperation between the kindergarten teacher and 
the child and between the children themselves. Such an environment evokes curiosity and 
the desire of the children to play, to learn and experiment from different sources and leads 
to cognitive development. The relationship of action research ꞌleadershipꞌ to cognitive 
skills development was thus demonstrated as an outcome of a model of leadership, which 
was functional, professional and ꞌcharismaticꞌ (Table 1 Synopsis 1) and yielded critical 
thinking outcomes in the children’s actions and learning.

The educational environment must also be perceived as safe and provide children with 
an accepting, warm and supportive atmosphere. Teachers must provide the child with a 
sense of belonging, security and protection, allowing him/her to be open to learning and 
to experience growth. The organization of a kindergarten, according to Israeli Preschool 
Educational Practice (Ministry of Education, 2010), makes a significant contribution to 
the balanced development and integration of its children. This proposition was supported 
by the research findings, as the researcher built an environment that matched the child’s 
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developmental needs, enabling her to transfer messages, lessons and values needed to re-
inforce critical thinking and personal responsibility. The aspects of the environment that 
were identified as significant within this project included the following: 

• the provision by the teacher of emotional protection and full attention to the child
• privacy and protection from the interference of other children
• the learning of what is allowed and what is not, in order to learn boundaries (Appendix 

2 Interview: 2.1)
• independence and responsibility which allow children to practice taking responsibility 

for their own actions (Research Diary, 08/02/2012)
• an organised experience which allows for the creation of variety, interest and curiosity 

in the child’s activities (Research Diary, 09/03/2012)
• the recognition of uniqueness and individuality (Appendix 2 Interview: 2.5)
• aesthetics such as decorations or suspended objects, tailored to the children so that 

they are accessible and put them at ease (Appendix 2 Interview: 2.2).

The project demonstrated that an educational environment in the kindergarten is an 
important issue that requires awareness, knowledge, thinking, planning and careful 
implementation by a conscious form of leadership and professional expertise (Appendix 
2 Interview: 2.2).

The work- based project overall has demonstrated that the teacher must organize the 
educational environment to allow the child to access human support, collaborative 
learning, learning that allows dialogue between the partners, children-to-children and 
children-to-educator interaction, and material support through the use of tools and various 
cultural instruments. Such an environment allows the child to construct the meaning and 
interpretation of the knowledge, which the child should acquire and use as it progresses 
through the kindergarten.

In this thesis, the researcher used a conceptual framework rooted in the literature of ꞌearly 
yearsꞌ study (see Macleod-Brudenell and Kay, 2008: 323) concerning the organisation 
of the educational environment, which shows that it has the capacity to enhance the 
development of self-confidence and self-esteem in the child. The evidence from the 
findings in this regard showed the following:

• a good environment helps develop feelings of independence, proactivity and self-
esteem (Appendix 2 Interview 2.2)

• a physical environment that provides adequate and interesting stimulation, in a quantity 
sufficient for all children, allows the kindergarten teacher to be less occupied with 
supervision and be freer to work individually with each child (Appendix 2 Interview: 2.1)
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• an appropriate educational environment provides the option for the investigation of a 
wide range of stimuli (sight, sound, smell, texture and taste), through which the child 
receives and collects information about the world, about objects, about people and 
events around him.

• an organized educational environment prevents excessive stimulation. Additionally, 
it enables children to use space and facilities for spontaneous movement (Appendix 2 
Interview: 2.2) the environment must convey what is allowed and what is not in order 
for the child to learn boundaries (Appendix 2 Interview: 2.2, Q: 13)

• an environment that is organized will allow for the creation of variety, interest and 
curiosity in the child’s activities (Research Diary, 09/03/2012)

• aesthetics such as decorations or suspended objects must be tailored to the children so 
that they are accessible and put them at ease (Appendix 2 Interview: 2.2, Q: 6)

• an organized and efficient educational environment provides the child with space and 
facilities for the practice and training of spontaneous movement which helps to teach 
the child to recognize his motor abilities and to improve them

• a productive environment provides opportunities for the training of gross and fine 
motor skills (Appendix 2 Interview: 2.1, Q: 2).

The Israeli Guidelines for Educational Staff of Kindergarten Children (Ministry of 
Education, 2010), support all of these components and provide a policy context for the 
professional pedagogy of the Palestinian Kindergarten. With regard to the findings of the 
research and emanating from the practice of kindergarten leadership and management, the 
evidence showed the crucial significance of the educational environment for the learning 
of critical thinking. Such findings may have implications for the way in which Palestinian 
kindergartens are perceived by state officials and the evidence may provide support 
for claims on funding and finance, which historically have been lower for Palestinian 
kindergartens than for their Israeli equivalents.

The kindergartenꞌs physical environment and its impact on education

Here I need to refer to the physical aspects of my village, Deir-Hanna, as it is important 
to understand the climate in this village and its effects on children. Deir-Hanna is located 
in lower Galilee. The village includes historic, densely stacked homes. However, the 
spreading of the construction reflects not only the villageꞌs population growth but also 
its investment in higher standards of living. In recent times the use of modern building 
techniques made marked changes to the typical building patterns, greatly impacting on 
the villageꞌs current image. These new residential areas have resulted in the intermingling 
of different “clans”, something that is relatively new (Dwairy, 2004).

There are fundamental differences between Israeli and Palestinian values in education, 
which impact on the teaching and learning particularly in Deir-Hanna village. According
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to Dwairy (2004), while Israeli society aims for individualism and self-orientation, 
Palestinian society is collectivistic. One of the major aims of education in individualistic 
societies such as Israel is to help students become independent and self-fulfilled. Theories 
of development describe a process of separation from the family and then a process of 
individuation of the self that leads to an independent identity at the end of adolescence 
(Dwairy, 2006). In the Israeli system according to this argument, as individuals rely on 
the state for their survival, not the family, they develop an independent identity. Education 
supports this system. Self-oriented education facilitates the belief in independence 
and encourages individuals to express feelings in order to actualize needs. In contrast, 
Palestinian learners and children rely on family networks for support and on its collective-
authoritarian values. Therefore, collective values and norms are not a matter of choice 
but part and parcel of society’s organization. They are internalised and help constitute 
what are to become viable personalities within their own context and culture. Thus, in 
kindergarten also, basic values are more collectivist, making it significantly challenging 
to teach critical, independent thinking.

Contextualizing practice in its environment

The Palestinian kindergarten emphasizes family harmony, interdependence, 
authoritarianism, and hierarchy within the collective. People tend to live near their parents 
and their behaviour is regulated by collective norms, which are often taken to be superior 
to the individual’s needs. Social relationships are close and cooperative and involve much 
hospitality (Dwairy, 2004).

The family is responsible for raising and educating children, finding jobs and housing 
for young adults, and providing protection and assistance in critical times. Because of 
the vital interdependence between the individual and the family, familial authority often 
still plays out in the role of courts and law enforcement; something very different from 
western states. The family is authorised to judge an individual’s behaviour and punish any 
deviation conceived to be threatening to family interests or harmony. Therefore, according 
to Dwairy (2004), psychological and physical punishments are commonly employed by 
the family to discipline and socialize children. Likewise, in Palestinian kindergartens, 
one must express what others anticipate. Palestinian communication is directed by values 
of respect, duty, pleasing others and avoiding confrontations. Emotional expressions on 
good or bad occasions, such as marriage or death, are ruled by what some might view as 
restrictive social norms. Palestinian teachers expect children to memorize information. 
They allow limited space for dialogue and critical thinking, discouraging initiative or 
creativity. The major learning functions that children acquire are to memorize, follow 
directives and be detached from their own feelings, avoiding self-expression (Dwairy, 
2004). These characteristics of Palestinian culture and education greatly impact on the 
attainment of critical thinking and personal responsibility which by western standards, 
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are acquired by individuals motivated by their own preferences, needs, and rights. These 
individuals prioritize personal goals over those of others or over those of the collective, and 
employ rational analysis that contrasts the advantages and disadvantages of prioritizing 
others.

Staff contact with parents - as an aspect professional development

As a function of the leadership models used in the work-based project which were 
extrapolated to the research activities reported in this thesis, the kindergarten staff were 
challenged to develop ways to build the capacity of the parents of the kindergarten 
children, and to teach parents to take part in the development of the model. As stated 
in the research findings (Research Diary, 22/01/2012), by working with the parents one 
can provide children with learning that is adapted to their needs, as opposed to them 
adapting to the schoolꞌs learning methods. The researcher also recorded (Research Diary, 
18/03/2012) that in order to develop critical thinking skills and personal responsibility in 
the kindergarten, it was necessary to collaborate with the parents.

This thesis has demonstrated, I believe, that in one sense there is a partnership required 
between the professionals, the parents, the national ꞌsystemsꞌ of provision of schools and 
the wider sense of community. It is a major task of kindergarten leadership to construct 
the actual and symbolic representations of the school and its learning agenda for those 
partners. This is of course a major challenge in any society where, for example, resources 
of all kinds are scarce and more so perhaps where some cultural traditions may militate 
against progressive learning organisations and methods.

Working with parents to support the development of the educational leadership model 
in the kindergarten was necessary to its success. Together parents and teachers have the 
ability to influence such matters, and it must be utilized in order to provide children 
with learning methods that are suitable to their needs (Research Diary, 22/01/2012). 
Collaboration is important to fully foster the thought processes of children which can 
lead to their achieving success in critical thinking (Research Diary, 18/03/2012).

The findings showed that professional development as an aspect of school leadership is 
integral to the development of a kindergarten teacher and for the engagement of the required 
partners in a learning environment. Through this study the researcher learned that the role 
of other parties in shaping the learning environment is important; something which enabled 
her to reinforce classroom learning particularly with the help of parents. The findings 
also supported the notion that the more the family invests in their children the more their 
children develop and grow. In this study, children of parents who were more active in the 
educational program had more creative ideas and demonstrated stronger critical thinking. 
Based on these results, it is also important that professional development includes greater 
education in the area of language development and acquisition and, as has been shown, the 
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importance of a curriculum based on knowledge of the environment. The professionalism 
of the kindergarten teacher must embrace a full range of environmental concerns and 
issues, especially if we allow the notion that the environment includes the social and 
psychological conditions under which the kindergarten operates.

As a kindergarten teacher with the autonomy to explore new ways of delivering lessons 
and the freedom to apply the methods available in the literature, the researcher acquired 
a range of new methods, tools and skills to help develop childrenꞌs critical thinking and 
personal responsibility skills. As an action researcher, she engaged in self-reflection 
and was able to simulate her own form of ꞌprofessional developmentꞌ as a result of the 
research. For me, writing this action research diary during the research period helped me 
to process emotions and thoughts which emerged during the learning process. According 
to Zuber-Skerritt and Teare (2013), this kind of process is essential in order to produce 
the deep meaning of research which could continue to be integrated within professional 
practice in the future. This form of action research is actually an interactive inquiry 
process that balances problem-solving actions implemented in a collaborative context 
with data-driven collaborative analysis or research to understand underlying causes thus 
enabling future predictions about personal and organizational change. Action research 
challenges traditional social science by moving beyond what can be called preformulated 
knowledge created by outside experts, for example by sampling variables, to an active 
moment-to-moment theorizing, data collecting and inquiry occurring in the midst of 
emergent activities and lived experience. In the education field action learning, I believe, 
asserts that knowledge is always gained through action and for action. From this starting 
point, to question the validity of social knowledge is to question, not how to develop a 
reflective science about action, but how to develop genuinely well-informed action – how 
to conduct an action science. I find this definition very helpful since it assists me to get a 
better understanding of the methodological process of data gathering and its analysis and 
to use this knowledge in a process of transformation and change which can impact upon 
children’s lives.

During this experience, the kindergarten leader/researcher learned to recognize and 
develop resources that would help her build stronger relationships with the children and 
teach in their language through play and stimulation. A combination of practical knowledge 
together with theoretical educational knowledge thus strengthens the effectiveness of the 
kindergarten teacher and educational leader. Through this knowledge, the researcher was 
perceived as the central, professional and authoritative figure in the eyes of the parents 
and staff and was thus more effective.

As a consequence of the training that the parents received from the kindergarten’s teachers, 
they reported a change of attitude towards their children. Parents participated in a series
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of training sessions with the Kindergarten staff and an expert in child development. The 
training began with group sessions in which the aims of the programme were explained 
and the concepts of personal responsibility and critical thinking were defined. Each 
parent took part in an individual training session, during which the childꞌs strengths and 
weaknesses were discussed and a plan for the parents to help their children improve their 
strengths was developed. Feedback from the parents also helped in the development of 
the childrenꞌs projects during the programme:

Parent 1 said, “Today I have become more emotionally engaged as a mother, I have 
confidence in my son and do not constantly worry”. (Appendix 2 Interview: 2.1, Q: 6).

Parent 5 demonstrated a different aspect of this type of transformation through her 
statement: “It is sufficient for me that I have learned how to relate to my daughter, to 
educate her, to teach her, to mediate for her instead of being responsible for all her actions. 
I have learned to allow her independence and to impose upon her responsibility for her 
actions and words”. (Apendix 2 Interview: 2.5, Q: 5), Parent 5 also said: “I concluded 
that I had to give the child an atmosphere that is comfortable, relaxed and not anxious, but 
enjoyable.” (Appendix 2 Interview: 2.5, Q: 5).

The parents reported that they gave their children emotional support and conveyed to them 
that they are important, valued and respected which shed new light on their capacities and 
energized the children (Research Diary, 05/05/2012) and (Appendix: 3.4). The instruction 
was done with attention to the principles of love and support and the valuing of emotional 
expression. Taking encouragement from the work of Fischer et al (2014), the staff believed 
they have formed a partnership basis that radiates confidence, bestows authority and helps 
adjust behaviour alongside a positive and supportive atmosphere in the kindergarten. It 
is one of the crucial propositions of this thesis and the work- based project upon which 
it was based that a belief in the sense of each child’s abilities and personal responsibility 
can lead to desired change and progress via the enhancement of critical thinking skills. 
The professionalism of the teacher in regard to contact with parents is an important aspect 
of leadership, and in respect of the development of critical thinking outcomes, it was a 
vital ingredient for the processes of development and the delivery of enhanced critical 
thinking skills for children. A summary is provided below of the contexts and leadership 
approaches, including their association with critical thinking processes and pedagogy, and 
the transformative outcomes recorded in the findings of the thesis.
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Table 8 : Synopsis 5 (Contexts of leadership types and outcomes)

Context Leadership type Critical thinking 
skills/pedagogy

Transformation and outcome

Kindergarten functional and transactional
emotional/supportive

facts, feelings, positivism 
child at the centre of concern 
cognitive concerns

professional practice transformed
learning outcomes changed staff 
development

Family and home transactional emotional identity creativity self-
development processes

children's abilities and
critical thinking

Village/
community

charismatic/neo charismatic/
visionary community

personal viability skills
social and communal values

parental engagement

Culture
Civic society

emotional professional self-learning
social and collective,
identity

community involvement social 
change
cultural capital

Professional
development

community partnership(s)
reflexive action

mutual learning
action learning and action 
research

professional practice enhanced

5.3 What kind of educational leadership characteristics help to facilitate the 
development of the sense of personal responsibility for children aged 3-5 years?

The second analytical question which frames the projectꞌs analytical findings concerned 
the way leadership characteristics can facilitate the growth of personal responsibility. 
According to the findings of this study, the answer to the question of how leadership 
can contribute to childrenꞌs critical thinking and personal responsibility lies in significant 
measure in the following educational processes:

• learning through experience, action and interaction
• viewing the child as the centre of the educational process
• integrating emotions into the child-teacher relationship and learning process.

Learning through experience and interaction

Inside and outside of the kindergarten, the children were encouraged to ask questions and 
investigate the influence of the stimuli around them. Alongside these activities, the teacher/ 
researcher provided the children with a sense of respect, love, encouragement, sharing and 
belonging (Research Diary, 16/05/2012) and (Apendix 2 Interview: 6, Q: 1). Encouraged 
by the work of Perkins (2011), the researcher followed a pathway involving questioning 
and social/experiential learning, as indicated in Table 2 Synopsis 2: 53. Perkins (2011), 
explains how learning academic subjects should be approached like learning baseball or 
any game, and he demonstrates this with seven principles for making learning holistic: 
from making the game worth playing (emphasizing the importance of motivation to 
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sustained learning), to working on the hard parts (the importance of thoughtful practice), 
to learning how to learn (developing self-managed learners). This approach energized and 
encouraged the children to search and ask questions confidently. Learning through these 
experiences increased children’s motivation for learning through their enjoyment and 
facilitated achieving their goal. Former studies and contemporary writers have showed 
the importance of learning through experience and of evidence-based learning (Teare, 
2013: 68-74) cited in Zuber-Skerritt and Teare, 2013). Learning is best conceived as a 
process, not simply or only in terms of outcomes. To improve learning the primary focus 
should be on engaging students in a process that best enhances their learning – a process 
that includes feedback on the effectiveness of their learning efforts. Therefore, education 
must be conceived as a continuing reconstruction of experience: the process and goal of 
education are one and the same thing (Macleod-Brudenell and Kay, 2008). In this study, 
the practice of the teachers focused on ways which children could actually feel and sense 
the learning, mainly by games and through play (Table 8 Synopsis 5: 146), or what Zuber-
Skerritt and Teare (2013), call ‘Lifelong Action Learning’ which is learning from and for 
action so that human potential can be unlocked. The role of early childhood development 
in this wider agenda is perhaps somewhat unexplored but is nevertheless thought to be 
important in facilitating community engagement and development (Teare, 2013: 80).

Action learning aims to solve real problems that involve taking action and reflecting 
upon the results, which helps improve the problem-solving process itself, as well as the 
solutions developed by the team. There are several main steps in this process, which 
include:

• identifying a real problem that is important, critical, and usually complex
• setting up a diverse problem-solving team or “set”
• initiating a process that promotes curiosity, inquiry, and reflection
• insisting on a requirement that talk be converted into action and, ultimately, a solution 

a commitment to learning.

In this thesis, I use this important and well-validated method in order to examine fruitful 
ways of learning which are capable of promoting critical thinking in kindergarten. Many 
commentators and authors have noted that children must have the experience of feeling 
secure and loved by their teacher if they are to achieve their full potential (Crawford, 
2009). The love of a teacher is an experiential requirement within the model adopted by the 
kindergarten, shown by interaction with the children, being sensitive to them and identifying 
with them (Research Diary, 04/05/2012). The findings of the research in the thesis indicate 
necessary components to this interaction between children and teacher, such as the ability of 
the adult to read signs and hints from the child (Research Diary, 07/05/2012). 
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The findings also indicated the significance of the capacity to answer and respond in real 
time, to express and contain feelings of various kinds (Research Diary, 10/02/2012), whilst 
supplying the supportive atmosphere and warm emotions needed by children (see Appendix 
2 Interview: 2.1, Q: 1). The findings suggested that interaction between teacher and child can 
be shown in different ways and is a vital part of learning through experience and interaction. 
Substantial examples of this were recorded in the project and are outlined below.

The findings of this study indicated that improving personal responsibility is connected 
to how children perceive themselves in the kindergarten and how parents think children 
perceive and experience themselves in the home. The kindergarten is the childꞌs main 
experience of life outside of the family; here he is no longer someoneꞌs son, but an 
individual receiving an education. Therefore, it is important that the teacher recognizes 
the individuality of every child and treats them accordingly. The project also concluded 
that teachers should tell children appropriate information about their own life, something 
which helps the children to understand they have lives outside of teaching and are 
individuals as well as teachers. Individuality is an integral part of the model designed to 
foster personal responsibility in kindergarten age children. Table 7 Synopsis 4, identified 
and summarised the projectꞌs pedagogic tasks and practices in this regard and indicated 
the critical thinking and personal responsibility outcomes for the learner. The link between 
the kindergarten contexts including leadership style(s) and pedagogical practice, rooted in 
experience and interaction, was established and appropriate outcomes for critical thinking 
were identified.

The child as the centre of the educational process

A crucial aspect of kindergarten leadership focusses on how the child is conceptualised 
and ꞌhandledꞌ by its teachers and carers as a person and as a learner. The project as a 
whole had a view that every child is important and every child can develop personal 
responsibility (Research Diary, 03/03/2012). This notion provided the researcher with 
the direction for collaborating with parents in order to overcome challenges. The results 
of the research validated the necessity of building a partnership with parents, ensuring 
that the child is placed at the centre of the whole educational process, whether within or 
outside of the kindergarten itself.

Collective capacity building outside of the classroom entails building the capacity of and 
collaborating with parents to transfer knowledge and learning methods (Research Diary, 
22/01/2012). Parents are partners both as an educational resource and in the kindergarten 
for informal activities in the evenings and on trips (see Chapter 4: 96). The project found 
that this involvement promotes learning in children, assists in mediating norms and 
common messages and promotes the educational climate of the kindergarten as well as 
supporting a key learning objective for the centrality of the child.
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The findings of the research suggest that promoting development can be done by 
stimulating the child’s critical thinking capabilities (Research Diary, 09/05/2012). By 
placing challenges before the child in this way, the child must consider the challenge 
carefully and not act impulsively (Research Diary, 02/02/2012). This new process is not 
given to the child as a ready-made product from the outside; although the teacher can 
prepare stimuli that will help him, the child must actively be involved on his own in the 
developmental process (Research Diary, 11/02/2012). Hence, we can legitimately propose 
the idea that the child is at the centre of this particular educational process (Research 
Diary, 28/02/2012).

Helping the child develop self-control

The findings of the project suggested that teachers and parents could help the child to 
develop personal responsibility and critical thinking skills by nurturing the child’s sense 
of self-control and self-regulation (Benham 1995, and Michelle 2008).

When discussing self-control, one refers to the ability of the child to delay a physical 
action until he is told it is appropriate, to endure frustration and adjust behaviour to the 
requirements of the situation. The goal is to educate a child to stand on his own, to know 
how to choose his way, to bear responsibility for his actions, to be a free thinker, to 
collaborate with others and friends from his own will and not be coerced, and to act kindly 
and carry out good deeds due to his conscience and social awareness. Such factors, it is 
clear, demonstrate the importance of social learning and emotional intelligence(s) for the 
development of critical thinking and personal responsibility. A key theme in the research 
findings (Table 2 Synopsis 2), records this in relation to children’s learning processes 
whilst within the project more widely, performance, judgement, engagement and trust 
are shown as indicators of children’s capacities for self-control and social learning. 
However, it is clear that children should also be made aware when their reaction has been 
inappropriate and they have lost self-control. Self-control is one of the most important 
skills in child development, since the lack of it may cause difficulties for the child in his 
relationship with his peers and he may even harm them.

Helping the child develop relationships with peers

Following the lesson plans and structured teaching (pedagogy) and the experiences 
the children underwent while cooperating with each other, we can say that the children 
were trying to plan the work that they had to do while working in pairs or small groups. 
Nevertheless, the coordination among children was dependent on the composition of the 
group. For example, when the researcher divided the children into groups herself, it was 
sometimes difficult for the children to plan their work, understand or listen to one another. 
Therefore, I changed my method and divided the children based on their interest levels in 
the subject- the ones who were likely to have the most interest were put into one group 

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


159

together, while the ones who were likely to have little interest were put into another group. 
By matching the most motivated students together, this increased their overall motivation 
and helped them more easily to achieve the learning goals. When the researcher put the 
least motivated children into a group, she was able to tailor the lesson to their interests 
and therefore increase their motivation to learn. After participating in the programme, 
the collaborative work by the children in the groups they had chosen themselves was 
more efficient than previously. The children were more attentive to each other and tried 
to contribute to the group to which they belonged. This shows they had developed a 
sense of personal responsibility and each child wanted to play his part in the group. In the 
professional assessments of Harris (2004); Parry (2003) and Pearce and Randel (2004), 
one can find strong external validity for the significance of acts and understandings of 
personal responsibility. These researchers suggest the utility of defining a person through 
his acts of personal responsibility. We need to note of course that within this thesis it was 
found that acts of personal responsibility require collaboration and are deeply social and 
emotional in character.

The project found evidence of the importance of mutual learning and collaboration and 
showed that young friends treat each other differently than those with whom they are 
not friends. They often have more positive interactions and engage in more cooperative 
problem-solving tasks with their friends. When they are put in experimental situations 
that contain a conflict, friends also disagree with each other, often more than with 
acquaintances. However, the less-heated arguments end with more equitable solutions 
and do not cause a breakdown in friendship between the children. Friendships among 
kindergarten-age children provide clear motivation to maintain the relationship. Their 
ability to continue the relationship despite the conflicts provides them with important 
opportunities of how to learn how to live together. The coordination of activities that the 
children undertake may also indicate the beginnings of learning about justice. Children 
learn how to form and maintain friendships by observing how the adults in their lives, 
especially in the kindergarten, act with each other. If the teachers have a warm relationship 
with each other and with the parents, this provides a positive example of friends working 
together. Children also learn from their parentsꞌ friendships and grow to see friends as 
a support network and realise the value of having close relationships with people from 
outside of the family.

The sources and models for critical thinking (Table 2 Synopsis 2) indicated the importance 
of trust, friendship, security and confidence in the childꞌs learning processes. The findings 
of the project yielded evidence of critical thinking and growth of personal responsibility, 
where those factors were identified and supported within and beyond the classroom.

It is worth noting, however, that since every child in the kindergarten who participated in 
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the study was at a different stage of psychological and social development, differences in 
behaviour could be seen among the children. Some of them cooperated with each other 
willingly, and they knew when to concede and when to help, while some of them (a small 
percentage) were not willing to help at all, to concede or would listen only upon my 
recommendation.

Helping the child develop a sense of belonging

The findings reported in the thesis clearly suggest that the childꞌs ability to develop 
personal responsibility and critical thinking skills comes from the sense of belonging that 
the child feels in the kindergarten, and which the parents and teachers can help him to 
acquire.

The need to belong motivates the child and this sense of belonging constitutes a goal for 
the kindergarten and for all other social settings. Therefore, a most important thing for a 
child is to feel he belongs to the kindergarten. Hence, the question presents itself, what is 
a sense of belonging? The work of this project demonstrates that a sense of belonging is a 
positive and good feeling towards the kindergarten. The child feels that he has a place in 
the kindergarten, and that he is welcomed by the staff and other children, that he is loved 
and accepted, that he is part of the kindergarten, that his presence in the kindergarten is 
beneficial and what he is doing is necessary. It can be added, that feelings of belonging do 
not depend only on the child himself, but also on the group of friends in the kindergarten, 
family, friends, relatives and any other group with which the child is in contact. In order 
for the child to create a sense of belonging to the kindergarten, we must provide him 
with conditions that allow for a sense of belonging. For example, empathy, equanimity, 
interest, sympathy, support, communication, mutual respect, listening and looking at the 
child as somebody of equal value who is wanted and admired are all necessary conditions 
for this sense of belonging. Such were the objectives that infused the project’s pedagogy, 
as were the objectives of the leadership approach adopted by the researcher.

The integration of emotions into the child-teacher relationship

The findings of the work-based project overall suggest that the child is motivated to 
develop personal responsibility and critical thinking skills when he is the recipient of love, 
acceptance, appreciation and respect, along with good communication. The thesis argues 
that these feelings should begin at home and continue into the kindergarten- if the child 
does not come from a home environment where he experiences these feelings, the teacher 
should encourage the parents to improve their relationship with their child and show more 
affection to him. This is evidenced in the thesis where changes in kindergarten pedagogy 
and practice were implemented for teachers and parents together (Table 7 Synopsis 4) and 
thus were an expression of the educational leadership of the kindergarten itself.
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The results of the research also show that love and emotional development is a phenomenon 
that can be felt but cannot be easily defined. We can say that love is the acceptance of 
oneself and of others without discriminating against race, sex, nationality, social class, 
colour, religion, opinion, clothing and age. Therefore, whoever does this with all their 
heart loves himself and all those around him and accepts them as they are. We could call 
this unconditional love, which is what parents often express for their children. A person 
may also allow himself or herself and others to develop positive feelings and emotions 
towards others and thus change towards fulfilling their potential.

If we were to examine the phenomenon of love more deeply, it becomes clear that it is 
difficult, if not impossible, to find unconditional love. While parents should try to love 
their children unconditionally, sometimes this is not possible due to external factors, for 
example, the breakdown of the relationship between the two parents. Children will know 
if their parents do not love them unconditionally and this will affect their behaviour and 
sense of belonging. For this project, it was clear that emotional factors played a significant 
part in the readiness and capacity of children to develop and use critical thinking. As a 
key theme within the ꞌmodelꞌ of critical thinking, it had an important part to play (Table 5 
Synopsis 3) in the exploration of children’s capacities.

The price we have to pay for the development of personal responsibility among kindergarten 
children is to partially concede the dependence of the children on adults. This is a small price 
in relation to the benefit that the development of personal responsibility among children can 
yield to both children and adults alike (see Appendix 2 Interview: 2.2, Q: 12). The evidence 
showed that the teacher must display enthusiasm through interactions with the children 
by changing the tone of her voice and by other non-verbal methods of communication, in 
order to stimulate and focus the attention of the child and to plant in him/her a desire and 
motivation to absorb the stimuli. This behaviour must be adjusted to the level and condition 
of the child. The teacher is conscious of the learning processes and pedagogic principles 
and acts accordingly. The findings showed that the teacher also changes the stimulus and 
selects filters and measures for prominence; such learning if internalized by the child will 
cause a significant change in him. The mediation by the teacher is directed also, to what 
lies beyond the stimulus itself - all mediation activities must become a type of model in 
which the teacher acts as a tool to help the children understand the situation around them. 
In addition, as skilled practitioners, teachers should show enthusiasm and flexibility when 
helping children with problems and difficulties, such as I described in my diary when a child 
was dealing with a certain problem and the teacher assisted him. What enables them to learn 
together is the teacher helping the child to learn, showing him concern (Research Diary, 
14/03/2012), loyalty and affection (Research Diary, 04/03/2012), as well as sensitivity 
to others and love to those around him. The sharing of thoughts and feelings of mutual 
encouragement and support, are similarly important.
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The children in the kindergarten were imbued with this mediation and used it with others 
through games and group activities, for example, by playing with others and giving them 
a toy and asking them for a toy in return. This can be interpreted as a friend providing 
for the needs and the desires of the other. A further point is that the teacher is seen as 
belonging to the child, is at his disposal and is destined to serve him. Identification with 
the teacher is very typical of children. This identification supports the internalizing of the 
teacher’s rules and the child is motivated to obey the teacher in order to keep the teacher’s 
love for him or her (Research Diary, 04/05/2012). The thesis has demonstrated the close 
interplay of pedagogy and teacher skills with the mediated experience in these examples, 
focussing on the emotions of the child-learner.

5.4 What are the characteristics of critical thinking in children aged 3-5 years?

Whereas the second framing question concerned the impact of leadership characteristics on 
the growth of personal responsibility, the third framing question for the analytical findings 
of the project was concerned with the content and qualities of critical thinking in young 
children. It is possible to define the characteristics of critical thinking in many different 
ways, though this work-based project chose to limit the context of such ideas in particular 
to the Palestinian Kindergarten. It is, however, possible to identify a range of personal 
attributes, behaviours, capacities, ways of understanding, learning modes and methods 
that are indicative of critical thinking and personal responsibility in general. It is equally 
possible to suggest that critical thinking is in fact a philosophy of personal responsibility 
and viability (Teare, ibid: 104). Within the overall frame of the philosophical foundations 
of early years’ education (Macleod-Brudenell, 2008:15-37) and of more generalizable 
notions of personal responsibility, this thesis has adopted a definition of critical thinking 
which revolves around childrenꞌs cognitive, emotional and social capacities alongside 
a recognition of the importance of emotional and empathetic support by their teachers. 
The teaching and learning of critical thinking skills has necessarily evolved from the 
activities and processes of learning documented in this work (Table 7 Synopsis 4: 129). 
Care and education were devised and delivered hand in hand within an approach that put 
the child at the centre of the concern. This was allied to an intention to identify leadership 
approaches and values and learning/teaching practices as essential elements of critical 
thinking in younger children.

Development of cognitive skills

The first two primary research issues in this thesis focussed on educational leadership 
and how this can facilitate the development and characteristics of critical thinking 
skills in young children. The content of critical thinking in this study, however, rests on 
a combination of concepts of learning, which have been adapted from a range of key 
thinkers and authors (Table 2 Synopsis 2), and actual activities which children can do in 
the classroom and in life. These leading academic sources have been used by the researcher 
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within the work-based project to produce a framework for learning and development for 
the knowledge and skills needed to produce an aware and proficient child, that is to say a 
child with some critical thinking skills. This is the child who has a sufficient measure of 
what we have called critical thinking skills and is thus cognitively developed. Therefore, 
the child is, we can say, cognitively developed for its age and stage in life when it can 
demonstrate appropriate attention, memory, perception, thinking and problem solving 
(Walkup cited in Macleod-Brudenell and Kay (2008), chapter: 6). For the purposes of this 
thesis, some key theoretical views of cognitive development were co-opted and adapted 
because they considered aspects of working with and supporting kindergarten children, 
which resonated with the daily work of the researcher/leader/teacher. They were also, 
and importantly, consistent with the objective of ꞌhumanising’ the learning processes and 
experiences of the Palestinian kindergarten classroom. 

In particular, some of the concepts developed by Piaget and Vygotsky were adapted within 
what Walkup has called “the information processing approach to the care and education 
of young children” (Walkup, et al, 2008: 132). This approach enabled the researcher 
to test how individuals learn within their culture and to contextualise her practice as a 
key objective of the doctoral research and learning process. Certain approaches were 
considered and rejected as inappropriate to this context, such as behaviour management 
and overly directive didactic practice and control methods.

The fundamental approach adopted in the project was about planning for learning that 
relied on theories which view learning as arising from the childꞌs active participation in 
the learning process itself. This was a ꞌconstructivistꞌ approach yet it built on critical realist 
concepts which were located in the work of key theorists, as is outlined in Piagetꞌs work 
for example, on developmental adaptation, maturation, assimilation, accommodation, 
equilibration and schemata (Walkup, ibid:135). This approach provided a conceptual 
model, rather than a detailed or prescriptive scheme, in which the researcher could show 
that the child adapts to his/ her environment through experience. The stage theory used 
by Piaget would of course itself be limited within its own terms to pre-operational stages 
and pre-conceptual and intuitive stages up to say 7 years of age, which provided a partial 
match with the Palestinian kindergarten. The outcomes of the research phase of the 
work-based project was the evidence of these adaptations through learning experiences 
designed and planned by a conscious kindergarten leadership. These involved providing 
opportunities for children to construct knowledge through experience, rather than being 
told by the teacher. They involved selecting topics, which were relevant to the children 
and parents, building on what was already known and providing a variety of learning 
environments. This was supported also, by Robbie’s case studies (1985) and Siegler’s 
work (1996) (cited in Walkup et al, 2008) who discuss the principles and the means 
in which practitioners can support young children to apply information processing in 
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learning environments. The argument here is that there are indications that seek to show 
that children will think differently even when they are dealing with the same task. Table 
9 below, has been adapted in order to give examples and to show the application of 
information processing principles in learning environments.
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Table 9 : Supporting young children in learning environments, adapted from
Macleod- Brudenell and Kay (2008: 154-155)

Applying information processing principles in learning environments

Gain in the learner’s 
attention

This is important. You can do this by perhaps using cues to signal that you are ready to start. While 
engaged with the learner, keep his or her attention by perhaps moving around the room and varying 
pitch and speed of voice. Do not attempt to maintain children's attention for long periods, as their 
attention span is not extensive. Although there seem to be no definitive studies measuring attention 
span in children, it seems that 3 to 4 minutes per year of age is a rough guide. So, a 3-year old might 
be expected to concentrate for about 9 minutes and a 5 year old for about 15 minutes at a time. 
Obviously, this can vary, not only from child to child but also from activity to activity. Some children 
who are assumed to be suffering from Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) are still 
able to pay attention for an extended period of time if the subject is interesting enough, for example 
their favourite television programme or video game. Similarly, todlers may pay attention for longer 
periods when there are no distractions and the topics interesting. A child's attention span develops 
in three stages: young infants often stare at their mobiles for long periods of time and seem able to 
ignore other stimuli.
At around 2 years of age toddlers' attention span changes rapidly and spontaneously from one object 
to another and they rarely play with one toy for an extensive period of time.
The school-aged child is able to concentrate for longer periods on a particular task and yet is able to 
shift this focus when necessary. This is known as selective attention and is required for the child to 
progress appropriately within educational establishments.

Relate back to things
already known

In order to provide something to build upon, you might perhaps talk about the previous lesson on a
topic or invite children to recall it as a group.

Pick out important points By writing important points on the board or on handouts/transparencies, you are encouraging 
children to attend to these aspects. (This helps to overcome the limitations of sensory memory).

Organise material Ensure that material has a logical sequence and progresses from the easiest through to the most difficult.

Encourage categorization
(Chunking of material)

Present information in categories, for example, you could present seven groups of seven, rather than
49 separate items. (This helps to overcome the limitations of short-term memory and the fact that 
only a limited number of chunks of information can be processed at any one time).

Provide opportunities for 
both verbal and visual 
encoding

Although evidence is not conclusive that they are two different systems, it does seem that imaging 
can help memory.

Include opportunities
for children to elaborate
upon new information

Connect new information with some something already known, this might include a discussion of 
similarities and differences.

Include repetition Include repetition within the teaching and learning situation in order to encourage transfer to LTM 
(long term memory). Outline, perhaps, the contents of the session and review at the end. By doing 
so, there is more chance that the learning will be processed. 

Gain in the learner’s 
attention

This can be achieved through daily repetitions of important numerical facts, for example, or of 
games and quizzes involving knowledge of basic facts and information.

Arrange for a variety of
practice opportunities

This helps the learner to generalize the information so that it can be used outside of the original 
context within which it was taught.

Help learners become
autonomous

Assist children in choosing appropriate learning strategies such as making summaries or asking 
questions.
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Vygotsky’s work on social cognitive approaches was also influential in that the research 
and development activities of the kindergarten were understood by the teacher-leaders 
to be part of the wider social-cognitive world of the children. This involved recognition 
of the specific cultural and ethnic aspects of a Palestinian kindergarten and which 
were considered in the light of the insights and analysis by Dwairy (2011). Speech and 
communication, language and thought are all part of the process that shapes a child’s 
thinking processes. These things are part of the culture which shapes experience for the 
child “Vygotsky stressed the importance of the context in which learning takes place, 
seeing that as inseparable from the child’s cognitive development.” (Walkup, ibid: 148).

The practice of organising and managing learning in the classroom requires us to understand 
something of the cognitive processes, which underpin learning and performance. Memory 
and information are key to the creation of a knowledge base for a child (and for an adult 
also). Teachers as practitioners support learners not only through recognition of the stages 
through which a learner may pass and the significance of the learning culture but also 
through applying what has been referred to above as, “information processing principles” 
in learning environments (Walkup, ibid). This can be illustrated by the following examples 
within the diagramme at Table 7 Synopsis 4, which record processes of learning activity 
from the work-based project.

These processing activities help break down the elements of cognition within what we 
want to call critical thinking skills and perhaps most importantly they may help us to 
handle the information in a learning environment that now includes pictorial and visual 
material available on-line and via new computer-based technologies. This ꞌexplosion into 
availabilityꞌ (Davies et al, 2016: 17) of new learning technologies will surely influence 
young children in Palestinian kindergartens as it has elsewhere. Visual critical thinking 
skills are surely on the horizon as a challenge for all children as the digital technological 
products are acquired by successive generations.

5.5 What are the characteristics of personal responsibility and viability in children 
aged 3-5 years?

This theme indicates the fourth analytical theme dealt with in the project and indicated 
as a ꞌframing and analytical questionꞌ earlier at section 5.1 above, the thesis has already 
indicated in Chapter 2 the importance of treating the notion of critical thinking in a broad 
and generalised context. The critical skills and behaviours reported here are an attempt to 
make a synthesis of theoretical insights from eminent social theorists who have studied 
childhood and the practical insights gained from dealing with kindergarten children in 
their everyday setting as reported within this thesis.

One element of critical thinking which was thought by the leader/teacher/researcher to be 
of special interest in framing issues and concerns to be investigated and tested was that of 
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ꞌpersonal responsibilityꞌ. An outline of what personal responsibility meant to the project 
at its beginning was given at Section 2.11. During the development of the project itself 
and as an aspect of the professional self-development of the researcher, this concept took 
on a distinctive emphasis. As the staff began to accept the idea that action learning for 
development was taking place and could be observed and recorded in the kindergarten, the 
idea of personal responsibility for young children became more significant. The outward 
signs and signals of personal responsibility involved the following factors all of which 
were illustrated in the findings of the research evidence (Research Diary, 10/01/2012):

1. Helping others - so as to assist people that are in some kind of distress or experiencing 
a serious problem. This action is derived mostly by empathy and the skill to figure out 
what someone is thinking and feeling. Empathy is the ability to imagine how someone 
else is feeling in a particular situation and respond with care. This is a very complex 
skill to develop. Being able to empathize with another person means that a child 
understands that he is a separate individual, his own person; understands that others 
can have different thoughts and feelings than he has; recognizes the common feelings 
that most people experience such as happiness, surprise, anger, disappointment and 
sadness. Therefore, developing these abilities is very important for the way children 
acquire better social skills as part of the development of personal self-awareness and 
of personal responsibility (Research Diary, 23/01/2012).

2. Respectful peer teaching/learning - children who respect other children have more 
respect for order and for the need for appropriate conformism. Children who have 
these attitudes and behaviours probably have less resistance to schooling and may 
learn more easily (Research Diary, 17/02/2012).

3. Nurturing respectful relationships – where children’s relationships have an impact 
on the learning t h a t occurs in the setting and on children’s future interactions with 
other children in different settings. Like any relationship, for the relationship to be 
meaningful, time must be spent building it up from the initial stages and maintaining 
the relationship over time. When this occurs, children are more likely to feel connected 
to adults in the setting and feel that they are a valued member of the early childhood 
community (Research Diary, 15/03/2012).

4. Recognizing the individuality of others - meaning the ability to feel more separated 
and autonomous and therefore recognise their own and others’ individuality and their 
place in the world. In addition, when developing one’s individuality there is also 
opportunity to develop personal voice and to make correct and appropriate decisions 
(Research Diary, 16/03/2012).

It is important to note that personal responsibility is theoretically close to the notion of 
“personal viability” developed by Zuber-Skerritt and Teare (2013). Personal viability is 
holistic human development, which embraces the physical, mental, spiritual, emotional 
and financial aspects of human life. The main purpose of personal viability is to enable 
students to recognize and use all the natural resources at their disposal as well. In this 
vein, my interpretation of this term means that children in kindergarten learned how to 
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use their personal resources in order to gain educational goals.

5.6 What are the tools and skills of independent learning that kindergarten children 
can use in order to develop their critical thinking skills?

The fifth framing question and the analytical findings arising from the work-based project 
concern the extensive learning processes and conditions under which critical thinking 
can be said to be successfully advanced in the kindergarten. These are the contexts which 
form and shape the learning experience and it is hard to over-emphasise their importance 
within this thesis. Chapter 2 of the thesis has mapped out the framework for learning 
and development in the Palestinian Kindergarten which focussed on critical thinking 
and personal responsibility and a series of possible leadership models was outlined. A 
paradigm was suggested that could help define and deliver knowledge and skills within 
the kindergarten that would enhance the whole experience of learning of young children 
and yield the future possibilities that successful early years learning offers. This was the 
agenda and the possibility offered and explored by the research process. The carrying 
out of this involved a critical exploration of leadership and a testing out of practice in 
the kindergarten itself, right across the dimensions of the institution and its community 
and culture. The outlining of approaches and exploration of contexts was a vital part of 
introducing a professional teaching element into the classroom and therefore being able 
to identify the actual characteristics of ꞌcritical thinkingꞌ. In a sense this is only possible 
through the use of a ꞌsynopsisꞌ which extracts and at the same time ꞌabstractsꞌ the actual 
qualities or characteristics or proficiencies of critical thinking from the contextualised 
practice which is the substance of this thesis (Table 2 Synopsis 2). Some of these 
proficiencies or ꞌskillsꞌ are indicated below alongside an indication of where in the findings 
the evidence is found and from which the analysis has been made. I have drawn on the 
work of Zuber-Skerritt and Teare (2013: 170) and Walkup (2008: 154-156), to compile 
a list of critical thinking attributes or skills which were explored and evaluated within 
practice in the kindergarten and from the research elements of the work-based project. 
The process model implied by Walkup, in particular, stresses the principles to be used in 
constructing a learning environment. Such an environment, however important, does not 
dictate the content of learning and the content of critical thinking was structured in this 
thesis along the lines suggested in Chapter 2, and summarised at (Table 2 Synopsis 2), 
which embrace the following categories and which are in effect key themes of the thesis:

• cognitive dimensions of learning and being
• personal responsibility and personal viability as framing devices for learning behaviour 

and action
• emotional experiences and emotional intelligences which support learning
• cultural and environmental contexts for critical thinking.
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These four over-arching themes are the framing device within which the more concrete 
detail of specific processes and skills have been examined in this thesis. The construction 
of these detailed skills is of course itself relatively arbitrary, but the model presented here 
and the list of processes derived from it attempt a coherent view of a burgeoning field 
of study and research. Some of the concepts and capacities listed below are at the same 
time also indicators of experience and critical thinking skills. They indicate process and 
activity and product and outcomes within the projectꞌs reach. The list, derived from the 
work-based project overall and the research phase in particular, though conditional and 
tentative and presented in this thesis is as follows:

• play: the capacity the child has to experiment with its surroundings and to engage in 
problem solving

• performance: the ability the child develops to adopt alternative identities and to 
discover alternate selves

• emotional and visual self-recognition
• competence and self-esteem
• emotional capability, emotional ꞌliteracyꞌ and emotional intelligence
• a sense of secure attachment: ability to make friends; successful problem solving; 

social competence; cognitive competence; using symbolic play (see diagramme cited 
in Macleod- Brudenell and Kay, ibid: 100)

• • simulation: the child’s ability to model real world activity and processes
• multi-tasking: the capacity to do more than one thing at a time and to shift focus when 

necessary
• distributed cognition: the ability to interact with tools that grow mental capacity and 

challenge an individual
• • collective action: the ability to pool knowledge and compare with others
• judgement: the capacity to assess whether something is reliable and trustworthy
• transmedia navigation: the ability to follow stories (narratives) across different and 

multiple media
• networking and cooperation: the ability to look for information, synthesize it and 

share it with others
• negotiation: seeing more than a single viewpoint, respecting differences and following 

alternative behaviours
• • self-evaluation: the capacity learners need to make good judgements about themselves.

The findings reported in Chapters 4 and 5 suggest that intervention, as conducted in this 
study, could improve children’s skills for critical thinking processes. The list of critical 
thinking attributes above, however, are not a fixed set or ranking of granular skills which 
can be read off from a test situation. They are rather an indication of processes and 
experiences which can be taken to be suggestions for teachers and care-givers. They are 
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both processes through which critical thinking is developed and they are at the same time 
indicators of successful outcomes of critical thinking.

The findings indicate that it is important to provide opportunities to play. It is during play 
that children test their thinking whether dropping a spoon over and over again off the side 
of a high chair tray; rolling two marbles down a chute to see which is faster; seeing what 
happens when you dip chalk in water; or mixing cornstarch and water to make “gloop”. 
In addition, one should provide space for playing, including time for outdoor or pretend 
play, since such facilities can provide open-ended opportunities to try something and to 
see the reaction then to try something else and see if a different reaction is produced. This 
informal process of testing how things work is crucial to critical thinking.

Another conclusion from the findings in respect of the tools and skills needed for critical 
thinking is that it is necessary to help children view themselves as problem solvers and 
thinkers by asking open-ended questions. Rather than automatically giving answers to the 
questions children raise, the teacher should help them think critically by asking questions 
in return: “What ideas do you have? What do you think is happening here?” Respect for 
his or her responses, whether you view them as correct or not, can be indicated by the 
way a response is articulated. An example might be, “That is interesting. Tell me why 
you think that” or the use of phrases such as, “I am interested to hear your thinking about 
this”, “How would you solve this problem?”, “Where do you think we might get more 
information about this problem?”

In addition, teachers should not attempt to solve all problems immediately. Instead, they 
should ask some of the questions above and provide enough information so children do 
not get frustrated, but not so much information that the teacher would solve the problem 
for them.

The most important thing is to help children to develop hypotheses and to encourage 
thinking in new and different ways. By allowing children to think differently, teachers 
help them hone their creative problem-solving skills. The search for new ways of thinking 
can involve questions such as, “What other ideas could we try?” or encourage coming up 
with other options, “Let’s think of all the possible solutions”.

The above paragraphs in this section have outlined what we can think of as key processes 
for the development of critical thinking skills. They are the necessary sets of experiences 
and processes which underpin or surround the activities or the ꞌdoingꞌ of critical thinking. 
A person of any age cannot just do critical thinking in the abstract and a thought must 
have an object for it to be real and known to another person. We can therefore think 
of critical thinking as a type of performance. We know it is taking place through the 
evidence we collect of its presence in the world, in this case its presence primarily in the 

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


171

behaviour and actions of the kindergarten children. Reflexive life and reflection of course 
does not always show itself in any given act but this is not the subject of this particular 
project. This project was focussed on activity in the kindergarten, which could be seen 
to be connected to what was called an action learning approach to these matters. The 
theories of learning that have been used as models for critical thinking have shown us, as 
it were, a series of learning processes and contexts. These were a key feature of the work-
based project and the unfolding of these as part of professional practice in the specific 
kindergarten is recorded in the thesis, especially in the focussed research phase of the 
project. The actual practical activities and tasks undertaken by the children were derived 
from this collection of learning processes outlined above and can be described in terms 
of skills to do with learning, questioning, problem solving and researching. In addition, 
we must add the important aspect of socio-emotional learning and skills to the repertoire 
of critical thinking. Within the framework of this project, these skills are indicative of 
activities and experiences we can view as cognitive processes, which the project and 
thesis argued, led to the growth of critical thinking and personal responsibility.

Children and critical thinking

The idea of critical thinking is central to this work-based project and to the thesis which 
came out of the practical and creative work within the kindergarten and community. The 
idea, however, of critical thinking is not a simple and unitary thing. It can mean different 
things to different people and even though I have ꞌborrowedꞌ ideas and concepts from 
writers and thinkers who have struggled to define critical thinking, I have had to define 
critical thinking in the kindergarten for myself. There was no existing model to use as 
guidance.

The idea of critical thinking in this work-based project draws upon what is known as 
ꞌcritical theoryꞌ which, according to Newman (2006) involved separating out truth from 
what could be called ꞌideologyꞌ. This means that we do not simply take things at face 
value but we look for the under-lying causes and conditions which make it so. It means as 
Newman states “… not letting others make up our minds for us” (Newman, 2006: 9). And 
it means that critical thinking is concerned with the idea of social justice and fairness. It is 
not just concerned with learning about the requirements of thinking as logical processes 
or as competency in achieving tasks such as working in a team or producing high quality 
outcomes as types of learning. Newman calls this a form of ꞌdomesticationꞌ of thinking 
and this was not what was wanted within the kindergarten project.

The positive content of critical thinking in this thesis came from a belief that knowledge 
and learning could produce a social result. This was to include a better thinking Palestinian 
child who would cope more successfully with the challenges she/he would face in the 
future. It would involve learning which would lead to an enhanced sense of the self 
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and a more capable individual; more capable of relating successfully to others and of 
being personally more responsible and viable. These were the terms of debate for critical 
thinking in the kindergarten.

The content of critical thinking was therefore always about the cognitive and emotional 
setting of learning in the Palestinian community which was the home of the kindergarten. 
It was not a specific list of skills or attributes and it had an impact on teachers and parents 
as partners in the enterprise as well as on the children themselves. Critical thinking was 
about not only how institutions such as the kindergarten or schools actually work but was 
also about the social knowledge which was part of the social reality of the community.

As part of this social knowledge children need to be ꞌreflective agentsꞌ which means that 
they need to begin to be able to give an account of themselves in relation to others, 
including other children and adults. This project was about the process and experiences 
which stimulated such thinking. This involved cognitive and emotional knowledges 
which enhanced the ꞌselfꞌ and produced confidence and capability for the child. Part of 
the task for the whole project was to help children give an account of their own learning 
and this involved their feelings and emotions as well as their cognitive development. No 
single specific skill or talent or behaviour could be learned but an awareness of others and 
of self was an essential and sufficient condition for critical thinking in the child.

For the teachers and parents, who were also key actors and agents in the project, the 
knowledge they gained about the school curriculum and the learning of their children 
was also a reflective challenge. This is because critical thinking argues that it is itself 
part of the world or reality (what Guess, 1981: 55, calls the “object domain”) which it is 
trying to describe and analyse. This means that such knowledge has to be “reflectively 
acceptable” (ibid: 56) in that it can give an account of its own context, of its origins and 
an explanation of its usefulness and applicability by those who actually use it. In this 
work-based project the engagement of the leader-teacher(s) and the parents was explicitly 
organised on these grounds. So, if the transformation of learning that is required is to take 
place in the Palestinian kindergarten outcomes as types of learning is to be made real then 
it would be rational and reasonable for the agents of learning to adopt critical thinking. 
Such was the thinking which informed the partnership between parents and teachers and 
the fruitful relationship between children and their teachers.

5.7 Learning skills

The fifth framing question has directed our attention also to pedagogical issues. To develop 
learning skills, the researcher relied mainly on exploring and recording the capacities of 
the children, which included the subjective perception of the child’s ability to function, 
and constitutes one of the central elements of his self-perception. In the child’s early years 
feelings are constructed based on responses that the child receives from his environment 
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and according to how adults interpret his acts as well as the effort he invests in these 
acts. While considering this, the researcher found that in order to encourage independent 
learning, she had to create a positive and secure atmosphere to support the child and 
allow him to build high self-esteem (Aflatka, 2007). Parent 1 supported this finding in her 
responses during the interviews (see Appendix 2 Interview: 2.1).

According to Kaminski (2010), creating a flexible and supportive learning atmosphere 
that allows room for error is a prerequisite for both significant learning and personal 
empowerment of each child. I think that the area of early childhood education can be 
viewed as illustrating the idea of a self-fulfilling prophecy (Research Diary, 15/05/2012). 
This effect is created because the child’s perception of his abilities often indirectly affects 
the degree of investment that he is willing to devote to his studies- this was reiterated by 
Parent 1 in her interview (see Appendix 2 Interview: 2.1, Q: 4). In this vein, a parent said 
to the child: “Yes, I believe you can do this assignment. I will help you but you need to 
solve it on your own eventually”. This is true even when the perception does not match 
the reality. Children who feel that their teachers believe that they have high capabilities 
tend to invest more effort in order to justify these beliefs and thus they increase their 
chances for success (Research Diary, 08/04/2012). On the other hand, children who feel 
their teachers have low expectations of them, frequently tend to give up and accept the 
situation, so that a lack of willingness to invest significantly affects their performance. 
Therefore, the type of tasks offered to a child may have an effect on his ability to develop 
learning skills and capacity (Research Diary, 03/02/2012).

Monotonous or overly easy tasks, that do not constitute a challenge for the learner, or 
tasks that are too difficult may undermine his sense of ability. This is what motivated the 
researcher to adjust the level of the challenges placed before the child so that they were 
not beyond his capabilities, yet required an effort on his part to solve the challenge. This 
is because the frustration created by a challenge with a high level of difficulty can with 
time cause concern and eventually anxiety. On the other hand, a challenge that is too easy 
can create a situation where the child’s ability exceeds these requirements and therefore 
he may feel boredom, which will increase with time. This matter made it possible for 
me, to direct my attention to ways that I feel can positively mediate learning such as 
offering reinforcement at the right time, reinforcement accompanied by an explanation 
and changing a task to enable success.

The explanation that accompanies the reinforcement serves as the mediation of criteria 
for assessing performance. According to these criteria, the child will be able to assess 
himself and his achievements with respect to the goals he set for himself. The explanation 
helps the child to focus on the processes that lead him to success and his previous mental 
activities. This is then a learning skill that can be demonstrated; it illustrates a measure of 
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independent learning and is an element of critical thinking which can be identified within 
the mileau of the kindergarten child.

In the interaction between the kindergarten teacher who is mediating with the child and 
the child itself, there can exist coordinated role reversal- this was also stated by Parent 3 
in the interviews (See Appendix 2 Interview: 2.3, Q: 5). We can compare the relationship 
between the parties to a game of tennis or ping-pong between the teacher and the child, 
where the roles of initiator and responder alternately change; however, the teacher is 
committed to plan them and ensure their implementation. In addition, mediation brings 
organization and regularity into a world of enormous and fragmented stimuli. Mediation 
or mediated learning is the interaction between the kindergarten teacher and the child or 
the adult and child, whereby we transmit to the child the content of the thinking processes 
and information processing. The quality and efficiency of the mediation is affected by 
the characteristics and skills of the mediator. Accordingly, the educational and familial 
background of the person are predictors of academic or professional success (Chapter: 
4). Learning ability is also affected by the social domain. Acceptance or rejection of 
the learner by the peer group (which was defined by Goldhirsh and Wagner (2004), as a 
social group made up of the same age and the same social status with common interests), 
strongly influences his achievements and self- esteem. For the most part, rejected children 
have problems with their social abilities or emotional intelligence, which was defined by 
Harpaz (2008), as the ability or skill of the person to identify, assess and manage their 
emotions and emotions of the others. Kaniel (2006 cited in Harpaz, 2008), clarified an 
important point here, which is that we can improve social functioning through educational 
programs that emphasize the need for cooperation, interpersonal communication, listening, 
and support. This was also supported by my findings (Research Diary, 01/03/2012) in 
this thesis which confirmed the significance of supportive, interactive and critically 
challenging teaching as key aspect of a childꞌs learning experience. Quality mediation 
through an adult/the kindergarten teacher, equips the child with a better ability to utilize 
present learning opportunities and make the most of future learning experience. (See 
Parent 1 Appendix: 2.1, Q: 4).

Questioning skills

The objective behind asking questions is to prepare a thinking child to use self- directed 
learning. To embed this activity into the children’s experience, the researcher encouraged 
curiosity and questioning. This goal is in accordance with Weinberger and Zoharꞌs (2005) 
cited in Schuartzer and Zohar (2005), proposition that argued that attention must be 
given to children who are a source of curiosity and to curiosity, which motivates asking 
questions. However, they further emphasized that a good way to test a modern curriculum 
is whether children understand how knowledge increases from asking questions, so the 
true test is to develop a spirit of intellectual curiosity.
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Asking questions is one of the basic skills necessary for an independent learner who 
is a critical thinker. Through the process of asking questions, the independent learner 
turns information into knowledge. He builds his knowledge to reach new insights through 
personal experience.

The teaching in the kindergarten using the lesson plans in particular and throughout the 
research in general was based on the basic principle that learning takes place by asking 
questions raised by the children. The skill of asking is a meta-cognitive activity or process, 
which promotes learning. Understanding can develop from investigative and critical 
questions that is reflected in the ability to criticize, generalize, apply and find connections 
and to use knowledge in new situations, all of which are activities that require activation 
and the use of knowledge.

The approach developed by Vygotsky (1987 cited in Suleeman 2008), strengthened the 
researcher’s view of this issue within the project and gave it validity and reliability. 
This view is that knowledge is constantly developing and created through socio-cultural 
mediation. Vygotsky’s argument is that all high-level mental functions develop from social 
relationships, and therefore social integration plays a central role in the development of 
cognition. The utilization of the potential for development is dependent on the full social 
interaction among the learning group or with individual learners where discussion and 
consideration, and giving and receiving feedback on the decision-making and learning 
process exists. Within the kindergarten, this process lets each child in the group be 
perceived as an important resource in the shared social development and cognitive learning 
processes. This style of thinking evolved from the educational theories of Vygotsky (1986 
and 1978, cited in Suleeman, 2008), theories of cognitive psychology (Anderson, 2010) 
and social psychology (Dweck and Elliot, 2013; Jenkins, 2004) and underpinned the 
research strategy of the thesis.

The question-seeking teaching method in the learning group was organised through the 
provision of freedom and creativity in the organization of the material and the learning 
processes (see Suleeman, 2008). The process began by presenting a stimulus such as a 
problem or an idea (Research Diary, 15/03/2012), where the children dealt with the matter 
while raising questions on the basis of existing knowledge and information that they had 
gathered on the subject. The process required them to identify the problem and analyse 
the aspects required to resolve the problem with the teacher as mediator. The child is 
placed in the centre of activity and is allowed his own pace of learning and development 
that he can adjust for himself (Research Diary, 08/03/2012). The teacher’s job is to 
develop a learning environment that invites the development of cognitive skills, which 
include critical thinking, questioning, and effective use of information by analysing data 
and drawing of conclusions. In the social area, the skills of conversation and discussion, 
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persuasion and in the decision-making processes, teamwork and division of tasks are 
developed. On a personal level, the child develops internal motivation, personal curiosity 
and the development of responsibility and independence – this was supported by, for 
example, Parent 2 in her interview (Appendix 2 Interview: 2.2, Q: 12). The thesis has thus 
argued that these qualities and characteristics of learning are crucial to the development 
of critical thinking.

Problem-solving skills

Over the course of the research, the teacher/researcher became convinced that children, 
who are good at problem solving, adapt better in the kindergarten because they experience 
less frustration (see Perkins, 2011; De Bono, 1998). The active practice of thinking skills 
such as the use of questions that guide thinking allowed children to experience skills that 
they learned and deepened the required learning content. Therefore, one can conclude 
that the difficulty in dealing with problems is the difficulty of choosing between various 
possible solutions. Hence, decision-making is a fundamental step in the problem-solving 
process.

We can therefore say that when solving problems, we must decide on the resources 
allocated to the problem at hand. Highly trained teachers allocate their time effectively, 
and assign due time to each task while less experienced teachers may not have developed 
time management skills to such a high level and therefore will produce less. Applied to 
the Palestinian kindergarten, problem-solving was a significant indicator of children’s 
cognitive thinking capacities, as evidenced at Table 2 Synopsis 2, which evidenced the 
significance of children’s learning processes within cognitive and skills dimensions of 
learning.

Research skills

Research can be identified as an independent learning process that the child undertakes in 
his development as a self-directed learner. The teacher/leader and kindergarten researcher 
developed lesson plans that incorporated the student as a researcher and as an active 
learner. This included giving children choices and autonomy to express creativity as 
advocated, for example, by Dewey (1993, cited in Taylor and Francis, 2007). Another 
example was the presentation of arguments, which also helped children’s social skills 
and independent learning and thinking (Watkins and Marsick, 2003). The project 
demonstrated the existence and efficacy of a range of tasks, processes, pedagogies and 
learning outcomes associated with critical thinking and in which research skills, broadly 
defined played a role. These are summarised at Table 7 Synopsis 4.

Teaching with a research approach is a way of developing thinking processes that are 
nourished by curiosity and exploration, allowing children to learn about the ways in 

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


177

which information is achieved and advanced (Alexander, 2006). The skills applied to the 
children during the implementation of the research activities through the various lesson 
plans in the research phase of the project can be divided into 3 stages. The first stage 
involved exposure to the research base level and includes the level of knowledge and 
understanding according to Bloomꞌs scheme, which includes questioning, understanding 
data and instructions, grasping better ways and means of achieving tasks, and developing 
and formulating of hypotheses. In the second stage many of the research skills were 
implemented, and applied to concrete cases in the kindergarten. The analysis and synthesis 
of such learning are in accordance with the Bloom scheme that includes planning and 
execution of an experiment to test the hypothesis and examine the relevant variables. The 
third stage involved a summary activity and includes the level of assessment according 
to the Bloomꞌs taxonomy. It included reaching conclusions together with appropriate 
explanations, examining the findings, outlining the process of the research, summarising 
the outline in view of relevant prior or particularly relevant knowledge, and examining 
additional new questions that were raised by the outline. These were of course aspects of 
cognitive skills shared by the schemes and conceptual frameworks of Piaget and De Bono 
whose works were also used to construct the framework of models for critical thinking 
and which is summarised at (Table 2 Synopsis 2).

It is also clear from the comparison of the research reported in this thesis with evidence from 
external and scholarly sources, that the findings of the study have strong external validity 
(see Fisher et al, 2014) and thus we can include this specific aspect of critical thinking 
within a positive assessment of outcomes. Research skills within the work-based project 
and the thesis played a significant role as part of the cognitive dimension of critical thinking.

Of course, these critical thinking and cognitive ꞌperformanceꞌ skills outlined above are 
not exclusive. They are in fact amalgams of various skills and attributes of children. 
Furthermore, we cannot overlook the significance of the accompanying emotional and 
motor skills, which are dealt with below. The childꞌs experience is hopefully never to be 
segmented and separated out into its constituent parts but for our purposes of analysis, 
this is sometimes necessary and helpful.

Development of socio-emotional skills

This aspect of critical thinking entails the verbal and non-verbal behaviour through which 
the child responds to and is impacted by the responses of others in an interpersonal context, 
for example, helping or investing effort in other children, listening and understanding, 
accepting rules, and communicating clearly. It is an important aspect of the tools and 
skills needed for critical thinking which are encompassed within the fifth analytical 
framing question dealt with in this chapter.
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The research evidence showed that the young critical thinker is able to identify conflicting 
emotions, that is to say he/she can imagine two emotions simultaneously while being 
critical of himself or herself. This gives the child the ability to determine how he feels 
about himself and how he guides his actions, which helps him understand how others view 
him. This idea is validated by Bigge and Shermis, (1999), when they discuss emotions 
in the development of the social child. In the context of the research phase of the project, 
utilising this notion made it possible for the researcher to assert that the young critical 
thinker who receives specific and focused feedback from his parents and the staff of the 
kindergarten which is not critical of him as a person, is likely to see failure or criticism 
as something that depends on an external factor rather than as a failing in his own self. 
There are positive aspects of such a process in that the child will not be self-reproachful 
or will understand that he must try harder next time. This theory was supported by the 
parents during their interviews (see Chapter 4: 4.1). The critical thinker with the ability 
to understand his emotions and how to control them better knows how to show them and 
better understands the feelings of others (see Appendix 2 Interview: 2.2, Q: 5+3).

Young critical thinkers are not only influenced by complex and more mature perceptions 
and by sets of relationships but also from the skills that the child acquires under the 
guidance of his family and the educational environment. For example, he learns to say 
thank you and that he must wait in line and that the wishes of others can be paramount. 
These basic guidelines expand over time and through them, the critical thinker acquires 
social skills, and critical thinking attributes. These range from basic skills to resolving 
conflicts with peers and include the ability to share his possessions and recognise the 
significance of others. It is important to stress yet again that learning does not only occur 
through direct instruction (for example, it is forbidden to hit anybody), but also through 
imitation and observation and immersion in a complex environment which itself presents 
the child with greater challenges. We can tell the child it is not permitted to lie but if we 
tell him to say that he is younger than his age in order to get a discount at the playroom, 
it is likely that he will deduce that at times it is permitted to lie.

In order to improve personal responsibility, the researcher must change the dynamic 
between staff and between the parent and the child by encouraging communication to 
foster friendship, trust and to grant greater freedom. This encourages children’s parents 
and staff to demonstrate their faith in the children, giving them self-confidence. By using 
linguistic mediation (verbalizing knowledge and discussions) and experience (concrete 
experience), the researcher saw positive results through issuing praise and positive 
feedback.

The findings of the project suggested, for example, that the child is motivated to develop 
personal responsibility skills when he is the recipient of love, acceptance, appreciation and 
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respect, along with good communication. Ideally, these feelings should come initially from 
the home. Teachers can approximate this by interacting with what he or she perceives as 
the “ideal child” so that children aspire to achieve this image. This is supported by Harpaz 
(2008), who argues that love can be instilled in the child in the context of kindergarten 
through observable respect and care. Acceptance can also come from the home or the 
school. This is best achieved by leading children by example through the educational 
leaderꞌs own self-acceptance (Harpaz, 2008), and by her showing respect for others. 
Dignity and respect are qualities, which reinforce and make love sustainable. Finally, 
good communication serves as the mechanism by which one can instil in children each of 
these elements. It is learned and developed through practical and hands-on experiences 
involving realistic, actual and concrete situations. The impact of the socio-emotional 
world should not be under-estimated in the shaping of a childꞌs capacities for critical 
thinking and personal responsibility.

Development of fine motor skills as an example of a critical thinking skill

In answering the fifth framing question, which refers to the tools and skills needed to 
develop and practice critical thinking, it will be helpful to outline a worked example, 
which was one of the researched activities of the project. One of the significant findings 
of the research for this thesis confirmed the link that exists between thinking abilities 
and the drawing activities undertaken by kindergarten children. One of the most most 
significant achievements that the child can learn concerns the development, recognition 
and representation of visual symbols, in this case of people, houses, trees/woods and 
other objects from the environment. This accords with studies by Machover (1949), 
who referred to paintings as a projection, and established the idea that the figure drawn 
represents a theme, while the paper represents the environment that is examined. The 
child that has developed and grown to become a critical thinker was able to capture and 
represent various objects from his world. From the moment that the child was successful 
in assembling for himself the objects that he drew, he repeatedly drew them over and over 
as a safe way to express himself through the drawing, using a method that highlights his 
achievements in creating and finding the objects that he was asked to draw. The objects that 
the critically thinking child drew were routine and generally only varied after significant 
experiences related to the fixed painted objects. This notion has received support, lending 
validity and reliability through Melchiodiꞌs studies (2004), who found that painting a 
tree, does not tend to change with other tasks. The research project took this notion and 
attempted to test it in relation to critical thinking skills. Ruth Beit-Merom’s work (2009) 
reinforced the claim of personal meaning and symbolic potential of the ꞌconceptsꞌ of 
house, tree and person. These concepts or objects were chosen because they are known 
to everyone, including young children; they are easy to accept as subjects for drawing, 
they stimulate free expression and have an unconscious symbolic meaning. Beit-Merom 
claims that the advantages in choosing the drawing of a house, tree and person as opposed 
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to drawing a man, are that the drawing of a house, tree and person invite a much wider 
area for interpretation. Therefore, she enumerated the advantages by combining together 
the three tasks of drawing a house, tree and person. The advantages are that drawing the 
house can provide information about the child’s family life, drawing the tree is considered 
a symbolic representation of oneself and drawing a person can reveal deep layers of the 
self and can expose unknown issues hidden beneath the surface. Kopp (1992) argued 
that, for the child, it is easier to attribute negative characteristics to a tree than to a person, 
because a tree is perceived as less close to him. In addition, it was found that contrary to 
drawing people, drawing the tree is not inclined to change with other tasks.

In the drawings of a child who is developing critical thinking skills, there is a major 
change in the way the construction of the drawing is expressed. Changes include detail, 
proportions, positions, and line quality. Such changes and factors had great significance 
for studies which dealt with the analysis of such drawings, and attributed importance to 
many of the details they contained and their integration in the perceptions of the children. 
(Lev- Wiesel, 2005).

The approach is generally systematic and is done as a process of analysis and synthesis 
of the findings with reference to the structural aspects of the drawing, such as line quality, 
position of the drawing on the sheet, proportions, degree of detail and accuracy and 
completeness. There was also reference to expressive aspects, namely facial expressions 
and postures of each figure on its own and in relation to others.

The present study showed that there are common features between what the child draws 
and his critical thinking and personal characteristics; this is in agreement with the work 
of Kaniel, (2006 cited in Harpaz, 2008) and Talmor et al, (2010), who argued that 
the method in which the child drew people exhibited what he already knew about the 
human body and how he saw himself in relation to others. As children became older and 
benefited from the kindergarten educational leadership model these understandings were 
manifested in different ways and with more complexity and detail. Furthermore, the use 
of a horizon line was taken as indicative of critical thinking, indicating a sense of security, 
and stability. Different characteristics of the home drawing indicated the presence of self-
perception, confidence, willingness to change, and/or difficulty at home. The present 
studyꞌs findings have supported and validated the many findings of most previous studies 
that examined the links between critical thinking and motor skills development among 
young children (Wade, 2007; Ennis, 1996). The thesis provided detailed evidence of 
emotional and perceptual development in Chapter 2 (and see also Table 5 Synopsis 3, 
76), in relation to the kindergarten children’s drawing portfolios as part of the research 
paradigmꞌs interpretist approach. In more general terms the evidence provided in the 
thesis on fine motor skills achieved the following:
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• it links theoretical studies of child development to critical thinking skills
• it defines for the reader some specific and concrete skills such as drawing and 

representing symbolic objects in the external world
• it shows the child exercising control over how objects are portrayed
• it shows competency in the child
• it shows a sense of cognitive competence and emotional security.

It is not just the research studies that have supported these findings, but the actual practice 
and observations made in the kindergarten did this also and this made a significant 
contribution to our empirical understanding of young children’s critical thinking skills in 
this specific context.

5.8 How can parents influence the child’s development of critical thinking and 
personal responsibility?

The sixth aspect of the analytical findings addressed the question of how parents can 
influence the acquisition and development of critical thinking. The findings of the 
research phase and of the professional development of insight and engagement with the 
kindergarten in its community context suggest that the parents and kindergarten teachers 
influence the child’s development of personal responsibility and critical thinking skills in 
many different but related ways. These include the following issues explored in the thesis 
and recorded in the findings:

• the opportunity to exercise parenting skills
• the kindergarten looks like a second family to the child
• the role of the parents in association with teachers in developing the child’s self-

efficacy.

The family plays a vitally important role in the growth of the child, as evidenced in 
relation to Palestinian cultures in particular by Dwairyꞌs work (2011). This perspective is, 
within its context in the Palestinian kindergarten outlined in this thesis, re-inforced by the 
findings of the thesis. From early in the child’s life, the family shapes his/her behaviour 
and identity, provides for him/her psycho-social protection and transmits the basic skills 
to interact with society. When bringing up a child, the parents can be significant agents 
of change, whose involvement or absence will determine the prospects of success of 
the educational staff in the kindergarten in dealing with the child’s challenges whose 
outcomes may shape her future life course and opportunities.

The opportunity to exercise parenting skills

The project found that the opportunity for parents to exercise their parenting skills 
optimally depends on the quality of the partnership they build with the educational team. 
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The purpose of the partnership is to actively recruit the family to help realise the objectives 
of the personal educational program. Henderson, et al (2007), state that in order to achieve 
this goal, it is important that the educational staff have knowledge of the family and the 
child’s place in it, so as to adjust the educational intervention to the pattern of the family 
system. Dwairy (2011), remarked on the significance of the Palestinian family structure 
and this has keen resonances for this thesis in particular.

According to Greenbaum and Fried (2011), parents are the child’s first role models and 
therefore it is their task is to set the daily routine of the child, such as a set time for reading 
a story and for providing a permanent playground area; this requires engagement and 
perseverance by the parents and the child. These considerations pushed the researcher 
to think about a personal project for each child whose contribution already had begun 
at the selection and planning stage of the project itself. This revealed to the children and 
others the validity of their opinion on the ability of education to contribute to the desired 
objective, what was important to them and how they perceived themselves. During the 
project, the children had many opportunities to deepen and challenge their initial insights 
about their commitments, capabilities, strengths and weaknesses. They also learned 
much about what gave them a sense of self-fulfillment in their activities. In this way, the 
personal project helped clarify the directions appropriate for children in their activities 
(Wood and Attfield, 2005).

The findings of the thesis suggest that the parents and teachers can encourage the child 
to develop personal responsibility and critical thinking skills by nourishing a sense of 
personal efficacy in the child. This means encouraging belief in the child’s ability to 
succeed in his assignment. When feelings of self-efficacy of the child are low, the child 
has no motivation to learn and kindergarten may become a frustrating place where he 
mainly experiences criticism. Therefore, developing a sense of self-efficacy is vital to the 
success of the child and his development of personal responsibility and critical thinking 
skills. This development of the child’s self-efficacy can be aided by the love and positive 
feedback shown to him by his parents and teachers- love is the essence of humanism in 
education as has been demonstrated in the results of this study. It is also clear from the 
findings of this project that parents play a crucial role in the socialisation of their children. 
If the intention is to inculcate critical thinking and personal responsibility within the 
child, then the kindergarten must engage with the parents in the context described and 
analysed in the forgoing chapter. This aspect of the project in fact infused a great deal of 
the whole practice of teaching within the kindergarten. As many of the findings reported 
in Chapter 4 in particular have shown, but also throughout the whole thesis, the parents’ 
contributions to the results were crucial to the outcomes for their children and for the 
kindergarten as a social and community institution.
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5.9 Summary of findings and analysis for Chapters 4 and 5

The findings presented in these two chapters represent a record of professional development 
and engagement in the kindergarten over a period of some 7/8 years. This was the period 
of registration for the doctoral programme that provided a framework for professional 
development focussed on the introduction of a curriculum designed to address a perceived 
under-achievement of Palestinian children within the Israeli state system of education. 
The initial concern was the deficit of critical thinking in Arab children and the early 
focus was on defining critical thinking in cognitive, emotional, personal responsibility 
and cultural terms and of finding viable leadership concepts in order to introduce it to 
the kindergarten. The narrative content of the work- based project as a whole, including 
within it the more specific and focussed concerns of the research activities reported at 
Chapters 4 and 5, shows clear evidence of the impact of teaching critical thinking skills. 
The findings of Chapters 4 and 5 are evidence of this, though of course they also testify 
to the wider concerns of kindergarten management and the impact of specifically cultural 
issues in the Palestinian community within Israel.

A concurrent focus to that of critical thinking was on the nature of leadership in the 
kindergarten since curriculum responsibility lay with teachers and the principal, as did that 
for partnership with the wider Arab community. The findings of Chapter 4 demonstrated the 
outcomes of the research phase, which focussed on the examination of relevant approaches 
or ‘models’ the models of leadership and the recorded impact they can have on critical 
thinking capacities. These models had been selected and assessed according to their use 
value in identifying and developing critical thinking and personal responsibility in the 
kindergarten context. A fruitful relationship between them was proposed and examined in 
detail. The implementation of curriculum change involving children, parents, teachers and 
the community was outlined and described within an analytical framework of 4 concept 
clusters or categories described above and presented visually at (Table 2 Synopsis 2).

Chapter 4 gives detailed descriptive and analytical narratives or stories across wide 
range of subject matter within the cognitive, emotional, personal responsibility and 
cultural contexts which formed the ꞌframeꞌ of the work-based project. It developed and 
explored a model of teacher leadership types, which it took to be commensurate with the 
evolving critical thinking of the children in the kindergarten. The overall concern was 
to use models, which had at their centre, the child who was taken to be a thoughtful and 
potentially creative subject. The teacher was conceived as a creative catalyst for new 
experiences for the child and was expected to be a figure of trust and emotional security 
for the child. Relationships between the children and the teacher/leader are paramount in 
the research findings demonstrated in Chapters 4 and 5, whilst those with parents were 
also very significant for positive outcomes.
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New types of relationships between staff and parents were called for and this required 
the recognition of the teacher’s qualities and characteristics, which was innovatory for 
the Palestinian school system. Following the detailed analysis of the teacher’s role in the 
experience of the parents, the findings in Chapter 4 set out the domains that the teacher 
must now operate in if she/ he is to engage successfully with critical thinking in the 
kindergarten. These include developing personal and inter-personal skills for advanced 
professionalism in kindergarten management; developing contact with the parents, which 
can be fruitful and yield positive outcomes; and being a creative curriculum practitioner 
and teacher who can devise new processes for learning based on questioning and problem 
solving approaches with the child at the centre of activity. This last point was illustrated 
in the research phase of the project by a specific drawing activity designed to identify and 
support specific thinking skills in the classroom and illustrating the model of leadership 
and curriculum change exemplified in this thesis.

The research phase of the project, reported on in Chapter 3, identified and explicated 
a range of themes and processes, which were drawn out from the different research 
techniques used (research diary, parental interviews, curricular plans, children’s portfolios 
and documented accounts). These themes, identified within the research techniques, were 
in effect the means of facilitating and activating learning and they are, to use the earlier 
formulation, ꞌgenerativeꞌ and fruitful. Within the work-based project and in both Chapters 
4 and 5 we can see the extensive range and scope of the processes/ experiences and the 
indicators of critical thinking. recorded and analysed in the thesis. Particular thinking 
skills are recorded but they are also often subsumed within general patterns of behaviour 
and activity where disaggregation of skills from other closely related activities is not 
possible within the parameters of a chosen methodology. Whilst this is not and cannot be 
an outcome of this project it can be recorded that the evidence of the findings in Chapter 4 
and the assessments of the analysis in Chapter 5 indicate quite clearly that the relationship 
between the leadership function and actions taken in the kindergarten were productive 
and generative in the identification and development of critical thinking.

In Chapter 4, as one would expect from the narrowing of focus, which is introduced, the 
evidence shows that it was possible to demonstrate how individuals and even a cohort of 
learners had moved from a baseline level of performance in critical thinking to achieve a 
particular goal, skill or outcome. The example of the childrenꞌs drawing portfolios is but 
one form of evidence of this. Emotional and perceptual development took place according 
to independent verifiers and the quality of detail in thinking and drawing by the children 
was enhanced. Perception and awareness were similarly improved.

In Chapter 5 the focus was on providing a detailed explanation of key analytical findings, 
though some re-telling of the empirical story of how the project conceptualised and activated 
its work and practice was also required. The method of reporting the findings was to pose 6 
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critical questions. They were critical because they themselves were required to be located and 
placed within their intellectual and professional contexts. The questions ranged across the 
issues of leadership models appropriate for the project, how and whether such models could 
facilitate the acquisition of critical thinking in young children, the nature of such critical 
thinking skills, the role of parenting in this kindergarten and the issue of professionalism for 
the reflexive teacher/leader. All of this was of course contextualised by the position of the 
kindergarten as a Palestinian ꞌexperienceꞌ for children, teachers and parents within a state 
which has declared itself in religious/ethnic/cultural terms to be something other than this.

5.10 Findings covering cognition, the role of the self and language

Whereas Chapters 4 and 5 have dealt with the specific and generalised findings of the 
work-based project and the research phase of the project, it is helpful perhaps to also 
summarise those findings which related specifically to cognitive issues, the role of the self 
in critical thinking and the role of language and emotional contexts for learning. These 
were critical elements of the developing thesis throughout the project. The research phase 
of the WBP involving the use of the research diary, interviews with parents, a curriculum 
development project and the use of childrenꞌs ꞌart ꞌ portfolios, attempted to show that a 
range of themes and experiences which facilitated learning could be identified and worked 
on within general categories of cognitive, emotional, cultural and personal learning. It was 
noted that specific and particular critical thinking skills for 3-5 year olds were difficult to 
identify if it was expected that specific outcomes could be predicted for specific inputs or 
stimuli. It was strongly suggested however, that particular skills and sub-sets of skills are 
subsumed within general patterns of behaviour. The research suggested that there were 
cognitive, emotional, social, psychological and experiential gains for the child and her/ 
his family. The significance of emotional attachment, personal responsibility and a viable 
sense of self could not be over- estimated. (The details of critical thinking attributes and 
capacities are summarised at section 5.5 and at Table 7: Synopsis 4).

Self and self-regulation

One particular aspect of cognitive skill that re-appeared again and again in the research 
data and throughout the whole project was that of the development of self and self-
regulation. In the list of attributes mentioned above we find: the ability to accept opposing 
views; verbal reasoning which is ꞌotherꞌ directed; appreciation of othersꞌ perspectives; and 
self-awareness. The development of a viable sense of self and personal viability in the 
face of challenges was a key thread of the thesis which derived from classical theorists of 
child development and from the attempts at transforming lives through learning by Teare 
(2013), cited in Zuber-Skerritt and Teare, (2013).

The capacity for ꞌself-regulationꞌ, according to Michael Crawford (2015: 15), is a better 
predictor of success in life than any other measure including intelligence quotients (IQ) and 
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socio-economic status. Self-regulation and self-control played an important part in the thesis 
and a range of dimensions were explored in the cognitive and emotional/ affective spheres.

The self and individuality

Much of the emphasis of the cognitive and curriculum development embodied in the study 
revolved around conceptualising the child as the centre of attention and concern. This was 
not the traditional focus of Palestinian childhood education and neither was the recognition 
of the intensely emotional context of learning in school with empathetic adult role models 
from outside of the close family and kinship network. The project meant operating with 
a westernised and ‘liberal’ sense of the individual ꞌself ꞌ who was capable of exercising 
choice and making decisions for herself as a child. The key assumption here was that there 
was something that was recognisable as what Crawford refers to as an ꞌauthentic selfꞌ’. The 
project believed that such a sense of self was available to all the children but that this had 
to be made; it was necessary to create an action learning environment in the kindergarten 
for all concerned to bring about the required changes in attitudes and behaviour. This was a 
central feature then of critical thinking in the kindergarten.

The idea of the self in this context is of course very problematic. In a conservative, 
authoritarian and collectivist environment there are many counter trends and values, 
some of which are embedded deeply in cultural norms and traditionally held beliefs. The 
researcher was aware of the problems of challenging traditionalist values and practices 
and tried to win acceptance from significant others in the community and most critically 
from the parents who always wanted the best for their children, however that was defined. 
What was at issue was the idea of creating a space for children to create for themselves 
a coherent sense of self. This involved seeking reflexive and thoughtful behaviour for 
children where often actions are not subject to rational scrutiny. Nevertheless, the evidence 
was brought forward and assessed in the project of how young learners could acquire the 
beginnings of an examined life.

The situated self

This life was of course part of a community; it was situated in its culture and society. It 
was in an environment which was stressful and conflicted. The selves that emerged in 
embryo in Deir Hanna were ‘situated selves’ (Crawford, ibid: 25) which related closely 
to their environment but it was this environment which constituted the self. The thesis 
has hoped to show that critical thinking skills are at the core of the process and that 
skill is a key element of this process ꞌꞌThrough the exercise of a skill, the self that acts 
in the world takes on a definite shape. It comes to be in a relation to fit to a world it has 
graspedꞌꞌ (Crawford ibid: 25). The self that develops in the young child is part of the 
environment and she has to attend to that environment and the things and people in it. 
Crawfordꞌs arguments here are interestingly relevant in respect of critical thinking skills, 
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since he states that it is when we are engaged in skilled practice that we see the world 
as independent of the self and having a reality of its own (Crawford, ibid:27). When the 
child reaches towards this stage or acquires this skill it can be active in acting on its own 
world. The thesis hopes to have shown how such active engagement can come about 
in the kindergarten and that this involves a conscious attempt to develop cognitive and 
emotional critical skills.

The role of language

The thesis considered the role of language mostly in relation to the work of Vygotski and 
the emergence of social and conceptual skills in the young learner. In the earlier stages of 
learning factual and propositional knowledge is used through language for instructional 
purposes. This experience plays a vital role in directing the child’s attention towards its 
proper object-the world around it and the people who were in it. The curriculum stages 
of the project recorded and explored this dimension of learning through bringing familiar 
things to mind, through critical questioning, through exploratory play and through 
deductive and inductive reasoning. Eventually the processes and the objects brought to 
children’s attention became ꞌsecond natureꞌ; they were known and recognised and became 
part of the sub-conscious mind of the child.

This learning was also connected to learning with and from others by conversations and 
language, by reading books and stories and by being involved in classroom play. This was 
effectively a form of triangulation-being with others in a frame of mind which was open 
to experience and learning. As Crawford has stated “For experiences to become part of 
the secure, sedimented foundation of a skill, they must be criticized. Other people (and 
the resources of language) are indispensableꞌꞌ (Crawford, ibid:63).

Language is of course the medium of critical thinking skills. It is also the substance 
of communication. Cognition and metacognition often happens in conversations which 
have a significant and organised purpose. This was precisely the purpose of introducing 
critical thinking skills into the kindergarten-to give a framework and organising purpose 
to educational change. The developing child has to learn by formulating hypthotheses and 
by testing these. This means formulating action plans, considering risks and monitoring 
outcomes so as to change things if they are not working. This is what was happening 
with the narratives and stories related in Chapter 4 as evidence from the curriculum plans 
and lessons. The stories of ‘Ward and the Spring’ and the Earthworm encapsulate these 
cognitive processes. The children had to get beyond what was perceptually present and 
develop a mental image of what could or should happen if they carried out a certain 
action. They needed a mental representation or a concept to express their capacities for 
coping. We can recall here the children’s drawing portfolios which expressed their mental 
and cognitive capacities and extended their understanding by calling on them to be drawn 
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out of themselves towards a more skilled future self. Picturing their future selves required 
critical skills of examining self and others in social and emotional settings and the use 
of appropriate language skills. These early steps on the road to critical thinking though 
conceptually complicated were lived out in the daily practice of the kindergarten.
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Chapter 6 : Conclusion

This thesis and the work-based project of which it is a part and out of which it grew 
as part of my professional practice is based on a set of educational values and beliefs. 
These values and beliefs are central to my understanding of my work and practice as 
a kindergarten principal and as a person who needs to be reflexively involved in both 
work and self-development. The fundamental point for my understanding of the work 
presented here is that learning and teaching can make a difference to the lives and 
futures of children. This I believe to be true for all children, everywhere but in my own 
particular case, the kindergarten in the Palestinian community in which I live and work, 
it is particularly significant. In this place and in this culture there are challenges, which 
are specific to the time, the place, the community and the culture. Obviously, I have not 
been able to assess and research all of the conditions and variables, which impact on the 
overall social and cultural and psychological environments in which the kindergarten and 
its children are immersed. I believe, however, that I have identified a sufficient number 
and range of factors concerned with leadership in the kindergarten and the potential and 
actual impact of critical thinking for the young child, to be of some significance. I hope to 
have explored and explained that in this particular context that Palestinian educators need 
to take account of and commit to a professional practice which can sponsor and develop 
critical thinking in young children.

There are of course very many aspects of the work which have been raised yet cannot be 
reported on in detail. This is the nature of a project which lasted several years, covered a 
variety of activities, engaged with dozens of people, both young and older and addressed 
some challenging objectives. However, there are equally some aspects of the work which 
it is hoped have been clearly demonstrated and are indicated in the summary that follows: 

• Teachers and teacher-leaders should teach children to take control of their own lives. 
This is the case even for young children in the kindergarten. The areas in which such 
control can operate are bounded by many constraints, including those imposed by 
genetic, social, psychological and cultural experiences.

• A life, even a young life, should be reflexive wherever possible. It is reflection in its 
different forms and stages, which creates viable personal and social identities. The 
kindergarten stages are crucial to this idea of identity formation.

• Children grow by engaging in instrumental, interpretive and critical learning. Each of 
these three forms of knowing or learning are available to the kindergarten child and it 
is the task of the teacher and the leader to organise and provide this.

• Critical thinking is not a preformed list of attributes or a mode of organising of 
thoughts or facts, which can be applied to a problem. In a way, critical thinking for 
the kindergarten child is based on the idea that the curriculum is a question. The child 
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must become a questioning person who is not willing to let others make up his/her 
mind for him/her.

• Critical thinking is a mind-set, which is not neutral. It seems to assert the value of 
social justice and fairness. Such values are rooted in attitudes and awareness towards 
others which are learned and the recognition of difference and diversity and its 
validation within the actions of the self towards ꞌothersꞌ are crucial.

• Critical thinking involves the extended mind where the sense of self is extended into 
the world of others. This is a cognitive and emotional process, which tests the capacity 
of the teacher and requires the teacher to form with the child a social sense of itself 
and to create common experiences with positive mutual recognition.

• There are both cognitive and emotional biographies at work in kindergarten experience 
and the link between them is constructed by the leadership and teaching staff. 
Attending to and capturing such experience in positive and fruitful ways is ꞌpedagogy 
ꞌin different words.

• Classroom and home-based skills which develop awareness and memory are closely 
linked to the imagination of the kindergarten child, which is why critical thinking as 
defined and explored in this thesis is linked to creative play and to personal growth 
and development.

• Critical thinking helps children look to the future because it provides a pathway away 
from the past by opening up questions and possibilities in the vital and formative 
periods of growth and development for the child. It is the task of the teacher to help 
form memory and identity within the relationships with other children, with teachers 
and within the family and community.

This summary of concerns cannot hope to do justice to the wide ranging and more deeply 
experienced concerns of the participants in the thesis narrative. Yet hopefully some of the 
key elements have been captured in the detail contained in the earlier chapters along with 
some of the lived experience and sense of change that was developed by the project.

Early attempts to shape the project were guided by ideas and concepts of critical thinking 
derived from studies of older learners and were therefore generalised in character. At the 
early stages also, critical thinking was differentiated from what was seen as a category of 
personal responsibility that it was thought young children should develop. The capacity 
of these concepts to be adapted for use in the kindergarten project was an early issue to 
be resolved. The solution to this issue was through accepting a starting point, which put 
the experience of the child learner at the centre of the work. Paulo Freire had argued that 
we can identify ꞌgenerative words’ and concepts which can be used for problematizing 
experience and for teaching critical thinking skills. These generative words such as 
dialogue and dialogic teaching, self-direction and building confidence in the learner 
suggested critical thinking for young children should have content rooted in the direct
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experience of the child (Freire, 2000 and Shor, 1980: 126). These words and concepts 
became the indicators of content for this project and were organised for the purposes 
of the whole work-based project within the 4 fundamental categories which shaped the 
learning and teaching which is at the heart of the project. These categories were:

• cognitive concerns
• emotional concerns
• personal responsibility and personal viability
• cultural and environmental concerns.

These generic areas were ꞌproblematisedꞌ and provided a framework for examining a large 
number of actions by leader/teachers in the kindergarten over the period of the work-
based project, some 7/8 years in total and which are described in the thesis chapters. 
By problematisation I mean critical questions, rooted in professional experience and 
reflection, were asked within a thematic and coherent cluster of ideas. The 4 categories 
also proved a means of clustering the many themes and processes which shape the actual 
and practical learning of critical skills. These were summarised in leadership terms (Table 
1 Synopsis 1), for critical thinking (Table 2 Synopsis 2) and for personal responsibility 
(Table 3). As can be seen from these synopses, there are a very significant number of 
themes, processes and issues connected to the notion of critical thinking. These were 
derived from not only the 4 fundamental categories but also from the theoretical insights 
suggested by the key authors and sources of ꞌtheoryꞌ also recorded at (Table 2 Synopsis 2) 
and explored in the literature review chapter of the thesis.

The generative words/ themes and the fundamental categories were the basis of the 
research phase of the project. The case study approach allowed the different methods to 
draw on the most appropriate techniques and concurrently to draw on the key themes and 
actions, which were commensurate with the nature and character of the activity being 
researched. Therefore, Table 2 Synopsis 2, for example, records a long list of indicators 
(in the region of 40 in number) of critical thinking which are drawn from the complete 
range of research methods carried out in the research phase.

There is thus no single, comprehensive and definitive set or list of critical thinking skills 
and attributes for kindergarten age children; neither could there be. This is because the 
task of conceptualising and examining critical thinking for young children in particular 
runs up against the nature and characteristics of its subject matter as follows. In the 
experiences of young children, it is immensely difficult to separate out from each other 
the cognitive contexts and the emotional or affective ones. In the methodology of the 
research tasks undertaken for this thesis, this meant there was a challenge in specifying 
the exact impact of specific pedagogic inputs on the development of specific critical 
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thinking skills. It seems clear that the holistic nature of children’s ꞌbeingꞌ can be seen 
as an inhibitor to establishing correspondences or correlations between a stimulus and a 
response. The child under observation may not be aware that the researcher is interested 
today in her cognitive skills, and that the emotional impact of her mother having been 
perhaps a little less than fully supportive due to the child’s obdurate behaviour at home, 
should not be brought to bear in the classroom today! What the researcher observes may 
reasonably be a ꞌgestalt ꞌor a whole-person response and what is being observed is actually 
a process which is an amalgam of many factors and conditions. The cognitive processes 
and experiences of the child are also a felt experience; they are an emotional immersion 
for children and they do not always deliver up a ꞌgranularꞌ and specific result, which can 
be attributed and read off from a corresponding series of well-orchestrated inputs.

Implications for policy and practice

The current training of teachers, and in particular, kindergarten teachers in critical thinking 
and personal responsibility is inadequate. Based on the comparison of my classroom with 
the control group, it is apparent that targeted educational leadership training can have a 
significant impact on the learning outcomes of children. Based on the activities described 
herein, I recommend that teachers focus on targeted activities to promote critical thinking 
by establishing lesson plans for the construction of knowledge by the learner, as well 
as by incorporating a variety of teaching methods that deliberately reveal the thought 
processes of children. This should include giving children the opportunity to learn from 
and reflect upon their mistakes and embedded perceptions, which form an essential part of 
the process of understanding and as a starting point to the learning and teaching process. 
In particular, I recommend the following recommendations for practitioners:

First, I recommend that teachers should become more engaged in the idea of developing 
critical thinking for children in kindergarten. As seen in my results, children experience 
thought processes through structured lesson plans and acquire habits of persistence and 
consistency in their search for understanding and knowledge. In addition teachers should 
be helped to show children how they can learn better and stay committed to finding the 
right solution to their problems in their own circumstances. It is the role of an effective 
educational leader to develop and implement such plans and provide teachers with 
opportunities get to know themselves deeply as learners, to deepen their knowledge and 
understanding across disciplines, and to become familiar with their capabilities, as well 
as their difficulties and weaknesses. There are several approaches that I employed in 
this study and indicated in the findings and I recommend these to other scholars and 
instructors seeking to replicate my results.

Second, according to the results of my study, I recommend that the curriculum for training 
children for critical thinking should be developed, assessed, evaluated and measured by a 
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reflective diary/hjournal. During the course of the research it proved to be vital, not only 
for monitoring and evaluating the results of the activities, but for myself as a teacher and 
for applying my methods. I used my journal to identify which methods I employed and 
which activities that I implemented that appeared to be effective for the development of 
critical thinking and personal responsibility, as evidenced by the pupil’s performance. It 
also proved helpful to reflect on the school’s management and navigation, integration and 
engagement with parents and helped to ensure that I adhered to all the appropriate ethical 
standards, thereby limiting professional liability.

Using this tool would help teachers to get a better understanding of the processes their 
children go through. Many studies have validated the use of a journal as an evaluative 
tool for research (Bryman, 2008: 224-228) and showed positive results arising from the 
implementation of self-assessment skills in the context of teaching, the professional 
perception of teachers and their stance and efficiency. Therefore, it is vital in my view 
that future training programs use this kind of analytical and evaluative tool in professional 
pedagogical work.

From this I conclude that the teacher’s professional self-awareness is a main factor in the 
evaluation of oneself and one’s abilities and that self-evaluation helps focus on selected 
targets in the teaching process, and thereby contributes to one’s professional development. 
The development of self-understanding through writing a personal, professional and 
reflective diary gave rise to an approach of critical regard to my practical experience, my 
stance and beliefs. Writing the diary allowed me to look at the processes I went through 
with new eyes, to test them and improve them. In other words, the reflective thinking 
I did on my work and expressed in my personal diary proved to be the primary source 
of learning about the learning process itself and the backstage of the experiences I went 
through.

Messages for stakeholder groups

The findings and conclusions of this study address the following stakeholder groups:

Parents: Based on the results of this research, the teacher must initiate and maintain 
close and frequent communication with parents. This is essential to the child’s proper 
development and function and it also naturally nourishes and strengthens the positive 
experiences of parenthood. Parents should be a leading factor in the process of teaching 
critical thinking. As a kindergarten manager during the course of this research, I made 
great efforts to communicate frequently and deeply with parents in order to promote 
mutual trust and respect. I believe this made the children feel more safe and able to 
deal with the challenges we set for them in the kindergarten because they were set by a 
team. Parental involvement meant that children were not threatened by new challenges. 
This can result (and to some extent, was proven by the research) in the emergence of a 
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positive self-image, especially in children with learning disabilities and/or learning or 
social difficulties.

Children: Children in kindergarten face many challenges. I believe that one of them is 
learning how to adopt and use critical thinking. By doing so I believe they could gain 
in personal development and also gain skills for better endorsing the society of Israel 
as a democracy. This is not an easy task for children since it involves different kinds of 
learning in a more demanding way. However, with the assistance of parents and teachers, 
this mission could be accomplished. In one sense this objective underpinned the logic 
and rationale for the work-based project and helped organize the ethos and practice of 
the kindergarten. Children were at the centre of the project and this cannot be over-stated.

The wider village community: The results of my study suggests that teaching critical 
thinking in kindergarten requires the involvement of many people, including parents and 
other players and factors in the village. Therefore, an important influence of this study 
lies in the fact that the authorities in the village will be recruited to this task as ꞌtrainee 
teachersꞌ and likewise for other kindergartens in the village. The community of the village 
should address this issue by convincing parents to take part in this program and thinking 
about new ways for enhancing critical thinking of children, not only in kindergarten.

Palestinian authorities/Israeli authorities: In addition, I recommend to authorities 
both in Israel and Palestine that they should address the results of the current study and 
implement its conclusions in the appropriate educational systems and sectors. Therefore, 
educational and community authorities should allocate money and recruit people in order 
to guide teachers about how to develop critical thinking among young children. I believe 
this is a strategic mission in order to contribute to a better adjustment of children in 
society. I believe, in addition, that it would provide a platform for the wider community 
to begin to adjust to the requirements of an expanding and globalizing world where the 
future for young people is likely to be very different from the past experienced by their 
parents and families. Critical thinking may be one amongst many strategies for learning 
which could help bring about changes in attitudes and perceptions which are needed if 
the future is to be better, more equitable and more tolerant of the emerging pluralism and 
diversity which characterizes Israel, Palestine and the surrounding region. And of course 
we must also remember the diaspora of peoples that has spread around the globe in recent 
decades, which itself reminds us of the changing character of our societies. Surely our 
learning and our pedagogy for younger learners must also reflect such changes and if this 
is so then this thesis hopes to have made a contribution to this progressive ideal.

Implications for educational leadership and management

I recommend for policy makers, and especially for the Ministry of Education, that they 
undertake to train schoolsꞌ supervisors and principals how to teach teachers critical 
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thinking for children. Specifically, I advocate the approach by Mercer and Littleton (2007) 
that argued there are three stages of learning that incorporate direct instruction (using 
the same methods employed in this research, e.g. peer-sharing and question-asking) and 
teaching about critical thinking, which takes a global view of critical thinking processes 
by providing opportunities for children to make comparisons, to undertake analysis and to 
draw appropriate conclusions. This approach illustrated the importance of the teacher in 
setting the tone for the classroom and his/her role in creating an open learning environment.

An agenda for action and change

During the development and implementation of the program for enhancing teaching skills 
for teachers, I suggested to them that they ask questions that provoke critical thinking, 
including predictive questions such as: What would happen if? What will happen at the 
end of the story? What is the beginning of the story and where does it take place? What 
happened before the beginning of the story? Such questions also provoke speculation 
and the raising of ideas that stimulate the imagination. These questions were asked in 
cases where I wanted to quiz them on major concepts that provoked varied meanings and 
insights in the context of learning disciplines and different subjects.

In addition, I recommend that the teachersꞌ training program will be driven from the 
approach that the teacher is in fact a mediator of knowledge. According to Zohar (2004), 
cited in Schuartzer and Zohar (2005), mediation involving teacher-child interaction 
includes a socio-emotional component as well as an instructional component. It is clear 
from the available research and I believe from my work presented in this thesis that that 
in order to learn successfully children need an emotional environment with characteristics 
such as acceptance, responsiveness, sensitivity and a variety of experiences rich in stimuli 
that develop critical thinking and are concurrent to development. This is supported 
by Shonkoff and Phillips (2000), who emphasized the emotional components of the 
interactions between the teacher and their significance for the child’s development. 
Further, they posit a trend in early childhood education in recent years, which suggests 
that emotional issues carry considerable impact for academic success, shifting attention 
towards the instructional component of these interactions. Therefore, an effective teacher 
must organize the kindergarten so as to enable children to cope optimally with learning 
challenges, such as tasks that encourage them to come in contact with knowledge and 
ideas, to develop skills that will enable them to acquire new insights and to improve their 
understanding, knowledge and personal capacities.

Reflection on the study’s limitations

This study has several significant limitations. First, the sample size is relatively small. 
Future studies should gather many more subjects so as to be able to generalize from the 
conclusions of this study and from a far wider and deeper sample. Moreover, the study was 
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conducted in one single kindergarten, so it is not very representative of all kindergartens in 
Israel. Other studies should in time elaborate the exploration and assessments made in this 
thesis to many other kindergartens. Finally, this study mainly focused on the perspectives 
of children. It is recommended that future studies would also relate to the consequences 
of interventions through the perspectives of parents and other important figures in the 
educational system and across the cultural field. The following list enumerates some of 
the issues and themes I was not able to explore and develop in depth in my thesis and as 
such provides perhaps an implicit agenda for future work and thought. This was of course 
one of my original intentions as critical thinking asserts that learning can have no artificial 
borders and constraints if it is to be progressive and transformative: 

1. I was unable to explore in detail how theories of leadership impact on specific teachers 
in their classrooms. (There was only limited time and capacity to do this).

2. Critical thinking was limited to the application of broad models of critical thought so 
that specific and focused critical thinking skills tended to be subsumed within what 
children were doing in terms of stages or phases of development. So for example, the 
specific characteristics of personal responsibility could not all be followed up and 
researched.

3. The breadth of the research data (research diary, interviews, curriculum analysis, 
children’s portfolios and drawings) meant that a very broad scope was attempted in 
the thesis. This has certain advantages in that the generic contexts can be brought 
within the work and this facilitates our understanding. Without it we would not 
discover the meaning of learning and personal development for young children within 
their Palestinian heritage and culture. On the other hand, the plurality of themes and 
issues and the number of ꞌsocial actorsꞌ involved can multiply until there are too many 
for adequate exploration and analysis. One can only mention the number of possible 
children, their parents, their relevant families, the school staff, the educational 
authorities responsible for kindergartens in Israel/Palestine, the local and community 
authorities and the wider community activists. It is difficult to claim to have done 
adequate justice to this range of interests and ꞌ voicesꞌ, though the attempt was made 
to do so in good faith.

4. In order that the new model of growth and development is to be relevant to the 
kindergarten teacher and to the children, and possibly to outside practitioners 
(facilitators, consultants, etc.), to help its growth, its definition and focus, the processes 
of this study requires professional skills and previous experience. The untrained 
kindergarten teacher may have difficulty with exposing things she would rather not 
deal with, especially in difficult or tendentious areas such as special educational needs 
or severe learning difficulties. The researcher in this study attempted to overcome this 
obstacle through extensive research and by following the examples set forth in the 
literature.

5. Another difficulty is finding the right research field and the action suitable for 
doing the research. Doing this kind of research requires a departure from the 
standard organization of activity in kindergarten. For this reason, the research could 
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be complicated by a lack of precedent set forth by the implementation of previous 
lesson plans. The researcher attempts to overcome this barrier by inviting children to 
participate in a private discussion and to be given the opportunity to bring up topics of 
their choice.

6. Action research, according to Koshy (2005), must be available for public scrutiny. 
This is a prerequisite. Those engaged in research and those working in the field 
do not receive any incentive for their investments. Therefore, it is very difficult 
to expect them to work on research over a long period of time and stand by all the 
rules and dictates presented to them. It must be remembered that those involved in the 
research must invest in the stages of preparation for the study including team meetings, 
feedback and preparing the field for research.

7. In addition to the complications which arise from the participation of other parties 
in the research, it is also important to again emphasize some of the potential risks and 
pitfalls which arise when utilizing action research. Action research, like all qualitative 
studies, is prone to issues of subjectivity which can compromise the reliability 
and validity of the study by other scholars. I addressed these issues, as indicated 
above, through structured interpersonal interactions with other parents and employing 
outside, objective help to analyze aspects of the study, such as children’s drawings and 
comparing them with a control group of a separate kindergarten.

A summary in bullet point format of follow-on work from the project and the wider 
impact of the research.

Curriculum and pedagogic practice(s):

• Development of child assessment checklists for classroom use.
• Development of reflective dialogues between kindergarten leaders and teachers/

supporters.
• Development of ‘own-learning’ and ‘self-development’ checklists for kindergarten 

staff and community supporters.
• Use and extension of critical thinking development questionnaires for use with 

kindergarten parents.
• Preparation of ‘critical thinking’ skills lists (granular and generic) which may emerge 

to form a checklist of critical skills development for children 3-5 arising from the study.

Practice with pupils:
• Create new lesson plans around the most successful experiences and interventions for 

critical thinking.
• Devise practical classroom activities and teaching strategies that have a demonstrable 

impact on children’s independence, autonomy and critical thinking skills.
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Future Outcomes:
• Development of a model of the development of children’s critical thinking and/or 

independent learning with specific reference to the Palestinian context(s).
• Design an audit/assessment tool for critical thinking/independent learning for the age 

range 3-5 years.
• Dissemination to the wider forum of teacher educators in universities of lessons 

learned and methods used and evaluated.

The wider Influence of the research: 

• Publication of an article in local, regional and possibly international journal(s) 
explaining the significance of the WBP and research.

• Consideration of the stages necessary for publication including creating a specific 
focus for the topic which might generate public interest, consideration of the audience 
, assessment of length, presentation and layout of any publication.

• Dissemination of the project’s outcomes to other kindergartens in Deir Hanna and in 
the wider region.

• Dissemination of material via appropriate journals and newsletters to professional 
colleagues on the topic of critical thinking.

• Offer a presentation of key objectives and methods, and findings to the Israeli Ministry 
of Education and Culture.

• Consideration of which elements in the thesis might comprise a book proposal, 
including a draft chapter.

• Investigation of any market research available on reading demand for work on early 
childhood in comparable and also distinctively different communities.

Professional development

Organisation of workshops within the school district and related communities using the 
Checklist of Independent Learning Development 3-5 arising from the study of ‘Developing 
Independent Learning in children aged 3-5’ (Anderson et al, 2003). This would be done in 
conjunction with a synopsis of the thesis’ findings and methods and specific Deir Hanna 
worksheets prepared from the key findings of the project.

The checklist statements would seek to cover the following areas of children’s attributes 
and skills related to critical thinking and self-directed independent learning:

Emotional
• Can speak about own and others behaviour and consequences
• Tackles new tasks confidently
• Can control attention and resist distraction
• Monitors progress and seeks help appropriately
• Persists in the face of difficulties.
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ProSocial
• Negotiates when and how to carry out tasks
• Can resolve social problems with peers
• Is aware of feeling and others and helps and comforts
• Engages in independent cooperative activities with peers
• Shares and takes turns independently.

Cognitive
• Is aware of own strengths and weaknesses
• Can speak about how they have done something or what they have learnt
• Can speak about planned activities
• Can make reasoned choices and decisions
• Asks questions and suggests answers.

Motivation
• Initiates activities
• Finds own resources without adult help
• Develops own ways of carrying out tasks
• Plans own tasks, targets and goals
• Enjoys solving problems.

Reflection on my own learning and development

The results of this study, together with my personal education experience show that effective 
professional development incorporates a variety of development tools such as peer learning, 
academic studies, professional development courses, cooperation in group workshops, 
training, research and self-analysis and examination. These tools should be in harmony 
with the professional development of the school’s staff as a whole. As an elementary school 
teacher and as a kindergarten manager for this study, I was able to organize weekly staff 
meetings at which I explained the goals of the study and how we would incorporate the 
tools used week after week. These goals included the integration of these methods with 
external constraints such as, for example, individual needs, institutional goals, and the 
Ministry of Education’s policies and curriculum standards concerning critical thinking and 
personal responsibility. In addition, parents underwent similar ꞌprofessional developmentꞌ in 
educational leadership through private and group sessions, in which the study was explained 
and in which their role was examined and prescribed.

As a kindergarten teacher who lives in an Arab Palestinian community, when I began to 
understand how pedagogical leadership could assist in creating a more ꞌcritical thinkingꞌ 
reality and set of practices in the context of our traditional values, the concept of these 
values infused my work and characterised my sense of self-awareness and my personal 
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values. This was allied to a sense of moral and communal values which was able to 
recognise emotional factors and capabilities in the learning processes. The models of 
leadership approaches or types, (summarised at Table 1 Synopsis 1) was an attempt to 
portray a range of relevant characteristics. Then, I began to develop my own reflexive 
ability to change situations and learning practice with the children, so that I could adapt 
and lead educational changes through developing myself, therefore, I realized that I 
needed to be educated for a more broad and critical mode of thinking in order to adapt 
myself to democracy and the challenges of modernity. By designing teaching methods 
that address the development of skills combined with various learning content, and 
through the use of experiential learning environments that encouraged my self-study, 
I was able to enhance my skills and capacities. In addition to this, the carrying out of 
research and problem-solving activities required me to develop my own skills in using 
tools and equipment. This helped me to increase my ability to analyse arguments, to 
provide justification or to provide support for a statement, to ask questions, to design 
and implement curricula and pedagogy in accordance with previous processes and to 
assess the reliability of information sources and accuracy of an observation. This allowed 
me to control my feelings, develop logical and positive thinking of my own and to be, 
I hope, creative and supportive of others involved in the process. I became more aware 
of my thinking of myself as an autonomous person (it means I believe not letting others 
make up my mind), and developed a more positive response to the world’s challenges, 
characterized by taking on responsibilities, learning new skills and feeling purposeful.

I consider that I have an increased ability to set goals, improve others’ strengths and foster 
my co-workers’ need for autonomy and I have respect for their individual values. These 
characteristics improve my performance, strengthening and creating greater confidence in 
the relationship between my colleagues, my co-workers and my partners in professional 
life.

The output of this process was also reflected in the implementation and assimilation of 
the learning processes at school and at home, which is characterized by active learning 
through processing and interpretation and the integration of new knowledge into 
one’s individual experiences and previous knowledge. I was aware of the problems of 
challenging traditionalist values and practices and tried to win acceptance from significant 
others in my community and most critically from the parents who always wanted the best 
for their children. Added to this, is the fact that I do not simply take things at face value 
but I try to look for the under-lying causes and conditions which make it so. For me, the 
knowledge I gained about the school curriculum and the learning of the children was also 
a reflective challenge. This is because critical thinking argues that knowledge itself is a 
part of the reality which it is trying to describe and understand. In this work-based project 
my engagement was explicitly organised on the grounds of knowledge as a reflective 
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activity which could be useful and acceptable to those who need it and need to use it. 
Therefore, I was expected to think critically by understanding the complications of my 
role and the expectations others had of me.

As teacher-manager of the kindergarten I aspired to encourage and lead my school to 
a more versatile and responsive learning approach. By giving children skills such as 
encouraging them to accept personal responsibility, encouraging them to think critically, 
giving them the ability to critique, assess and draw conclusions, developing their 
capacities for problem solving and independent thinking, encouraging the making of 
intelligent, discretionary decisions, supporting their collaboration with peers and caring 
for his/ her environment, my approach to educational leadership I sincerely hope proved 
to be successful.
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Appendices

Appendix 1 : Research Diary

The basis for the collection of data that I used was my personal research diary. The data 
was collected in Arabic since that is my mother tongue and the language of the studyꞌs 
participants. The language is rich in metaphors.

My research diary is a small notebook where I note things I want to remember. Daily notes 
of personal activities, thoughts and emotions. For me, the research diary is a memoir; a 
book in which one writes thoughts, emotions and different feelings we experience during 
the day, and sometimes my dreams at night. The diary is a record of actions that have 
happened and is a record which is written down in order not to forget the events and 
happenings of the day. These thoughts, feelings, dreams and actions are recorded in my 
own words. At times writing in a diary is used to secretly communicate with somebody 
things that happen to us at certain times and are special in our lives. The writing in the 
diary was done at least once every day or even more often on any given day or night.

I believe there is a need to keep a research diary for the development of understanding the 
learning model, and the learning in the field as outlined in this thesis. This is then both a 
personal and a professional record of my experience and thoughts. It is a vital part of the 
process of reflection and subsequent analysis and understanding of the things that have 
happened which seem of significance.

Recording my reflections was not easy. Sometimes I rushed to the diary to record my 
impressions and thoughts and at other times I was lost in inner contemplation for hours 
searching for meanings; ꞌturning overꞌ thoughts and memories.

Although it is a personal document, it is helpful if we bring it into a meaningful relationship 
with professional and communal issues and themes. Therefore, I decided to use it as 
both a personal and professional record and testimony to my work, my aspirations and 
hopefully my achievements. It was divided into several units and sections that proved 
to be particularly useful, and that made the theoretical sections easier to understand. 
My research diary also includes the methods of work and research techniques I used. It 
also recorded how things that were experienced in the group or individually, and if any 
assignments were sent home with the children. I believe that the work of parents with the 
child is part of taking responsibility, and I noted in the diary how the work affected me 
and how I reached conclusions about everything happening in the kindergarten.

In understanding personal development, my diary is important as a unit of perception and 
insight, through different stages of the research. I must emphasize that the approach to 
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writing a log must be fair and must discern between failure and success.

The idea of reflection, is vital in analyzing superficial and the more significant meanings 
of events and issues that are not easy. The continuity of recording events is important; 
these events can be criticized and thought about in great detail. Therefore, through the 
training of research and writing a research-based work, I also believe that my work was 
carried out and completed in a humane and professional manner.

Data analysis and their interpretation in this research diary was based on the characteristics 
of the analysis and the design of categories that were selected according to the research 
questions.

Mechanisms used to analyse and organize data

The research diary was a multi-dimensional method for both conceptualising and carrying 
out research and research-related tasks. A large number of ‘mechanisms ‘were involved 
and these reflected the diverse activities and the length of the whole work-related project 
which was in the order of 8 years in total.

An indicative account of the content range of the diary is given in the thesis at pages 
82-86. This material was translated from the original language of recording which was 
Arabic and covered professional, work-based objectives, literature reviews focused 
on leadership issues in the kindergarten and the notion of critical skills being used in 
the classroom. A whole set of on-going curriculum interventions and lesson plans was 
recorded along with thoughts and observations on teaching practice skills both for myself 
and for my teaching colleagues. Reviews of colleagues’ performance as well as that of 
my own practice were included as were the management themes and issues of the day as 
they evolved throughout the project. Some specific project elements were included in the 
diary including the analysis of drawing skills and the development of emotional aspects 
of learning. The diary as a whole was a form of on-going assessment of the progress I was 
observing as a teacher-leader in the kindergarten.

The mechanisms used to analyse the array of data was as follows:

• Abstracting, taking notes and summarising
I used the diary recording scheme to record and take notes under main key headings 
which had been identified in the evolving frameworks derived from the literature 
search and my supervisors’ comments. Citations and quotations were recorded for 
future use and references for sources were entered alongside discussion notes for 
main ideas and arguments. An initial attempt was made to structure the notes around 
contested ideas and also complementary ones.
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• Filing and retaining notes
The diary was used to keep full informative notes on the respondents and contacts who 
were part of the research project and to maintain a link with the on-going work-based 
project which was much longer than the focussed research phase. The diary entries 
helped me return over a long period to key questions and thus helped to identify key 
themes and questions which emerged during the action research phases.

• Using good research habits

I attempted to ask myself regularly whether I had kept my literature search up to date and 
whether I had reviewed my own practice and recorded changes of significance. I also 
tried to return to key sources and to write up current material. The diary involved on-
going critical analysis –that is, awareness of the diverse context of the kindergarten and 
its problems and issues and experiences. Only this could help me search for alternatives 
and different possibilities which I believed critical thinking for young children offers.

• Triangulation
The mode of research was fundamentally qualitative and I believe came within what 
we understand as ‘action research’ which uses triangulation, which means some 
three  or more  methods  may  be used  to find  and assemble  data . I used  a diary  to 
record the on-going impact of my note-taking, to correlate the thematic relevance 
of data  from  interviews  with  parents , to construct  an analysis  of curriculum 
developments  and pedagogic  plans and to help analyse  children ’s portfolios  of 
written  work  and  classroom  performance . The  diary  helped  me  to  identify 
developing patterns of data  which

 
were

 
drawn

 
from

 
several

 
sources.

 
The

 
information

 from  the  different  research  methods

 

threw

 

new

 

light

 

on

 

issues

 

and

 

problems

 

and

 facilitated  a  critical  approach  to  my

 

own

 

self-development.

 

The

 

diary

 

enabled

 

aspects

 of  the  action  research  process  to

 

be

 

more

 

successful

 

than

 

otherwise

 

might

 

have

 

been

 the  case  so  that  experience ,  observation ,

 

reflection ,

 

evaluation ,

 

planning

 

and

 

acting

 could  be  recorded  and  could  be

 

sustained

 

over

 

a

 

long

 

period

 

of

 

time.

 

The

 

process

 

and

 substantive  content  of  the  diary

 

enabled

 

me

 

to

 

examine

 

and

 

question

 

the

 

decisions

 

I

 had  taken ,  it  allowed  me  to  focus

 

on

 

the

 

importance

 

of

 

relationships

 

in

 

the

 kindergarten  and  it  helped  me  establish  and

 

maintain

 

a

 

knowledge

 

base

 

for

 

the

 decisions  I  had  to  make  across  the  wide  range  of

 

issues

 

facing

 

the

 

kindergarten .

 

The

 diary  became  a  key  resource  for  reflection  within

 

what

 

was

 

practitioner

 

action

 

research
.

•
 

Analysis of interviews, narratives, interactions and experiences
The diary was used to identify the categories and themes which were selected to 
argue the case for critical thinking skills development. The interviews and recorded 
conversations

 
plus

 
the

 
reflective

 
accounts

 
of

 
events

 
,
 
incidents

 
and

 
experiences

 
within

 

the
 
kindergarten 

 
circle

 
itself

 
all

 
yielded

 
data .

 
Narratives

 
and

 
reportage

 
plus

 
synthesised 

accounts
 

of
 

official
 

educational
 

policy
 

documents
 

were
 

also
 

used
 

to
 

inform descriptive 
accounts

  
which

 
were

 
captured

 
as

 
sources

 
of

 
data. 

 
All

 
of

 
these

 
were to evolve into a more 

conscious
 

attempt
 

to
 

support
 

the
 

notion
 

of
 

critical
 

skills
 

as a key component of the 
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progressive kindergarten that the leadership envisaged and explored.
Interview data and both reported and recorded conversations were treated as 
statements which could be ‘clustered’ and categorised. Views and experiences were 
handled  by  a  simplified  and  condensed  version  of  what  Mayring  (1983)  and  Mayring

 and  Glaser-Ziduka  (2003)  refer  to  as  inductive  content  analysis  (see  for  example
 

Table
 5,  p.77  above  and  Flick ,  2011 :136).  This  employs  what  is  in  effect  a  key

 
words

 
in

 context  approach  which  allowed  events  and  experiences  and  the  conditions
 

under
 which  they  occurred  to  be  described  and  then  transcribed  and  then  (later )

 
analysed

 using  critical  realist  concepts  (ibid ,  p.77).  A  form  of  coding  was  used
 

to
 

paraphrase
 and  condense  this  material  so  that  key  themes  could  be  identified.

 
This

 
was

 
referred

 
to

 as  the  emergence  of  themes  in  the  research  though  it  was
 

a
 

form
 

of
 

what
 

qualitative
 researchers  might  call  ‘coding  for  themes '  or  thematisation .

 
Overall

 
topics

 
were

 identified ,  for  example ,  in  the  interviews  and  in  the
 

curriculum
 

planning
 

processes .
 The  topics  were  viewed  as  grounded  in  the  perceptual

 
and

 
experience

 
framework

 
of

 the  respondents  as  they  had  dialogues  with
 

the
 

researcher .
 

The
 

topics
 

were
 

shaped
 

and
 encouraged  by  the  ‘structured '  approach

 
derived

 
from

 
the

 
analytical

 
frameworks

 focussed  initially  on  leadership  and
 

then
 

on
 

critical
 

thinking
 

skills
 

as
 

defined
 

in
 

the
 thesis.  This  helped  define  the  material

 
that

 
was

 
relevant

 
to

 
the

 
research

 
questions

 
and

 this
 
material

 
was

 
located

 
in

 
the

 
6

 
methods

 
and

 
activities

 
listed

 
in

 
column

 
2

 
of

 
Table

 
5

 
(p

.77

 

above )

 

which

 

maps

 

the

 

approaches

 

to

 

data

 

taken

 

in

 

the

 

thesis.
Themes

 

and

 

coding

Descriptive

 

coding

 

at

 

the

 

start

 

of

 

the

 

process

 

enabled

 

topics

 

and

 

themes

 

to

 

be

 

identified

 
and

 

‘coded’

 

using

 

the

 

range

 

of

 

sources

 

indicated

 

at

 

Table

 

5,

 

though

 

the

 

research

 

diary

 

was

 
crucial

 

in

 

allowing

 

the

 

data

 

to

 

be

 

brought

 

together

 

in

 

summary

 

form.

 

This

 

method

 

allowed

 
me

 

to

 

summarise

 

the

 

content

 

of

 

the

 

various

 

types

 

of

 

evidence

 

and

 

to

 

find

 

paraphrases

 
which

 

could

 

help

 

with

 

the

 

need

 

to

 

generalise

 

and

 

then

 

to

 

analyse

 

the

 

material.

 

I

 

used

 
sources

 

and

 

ideas

 

from

 

outside

 

any

 

particular

 

text

 

to

 

explain

 

and

 

explore

 

a

 

given

 

theme

 
just

 

as

 

I

 

used

 

theoretical

 

sources

 

to

 

highlight

 

issues

 

that

 

arose

 

throughout

 

the

 

project.

The

 

development

 

of

 

themes

 

did

 

not

 

include

 

the

 

use

 

of

 

quantitative

 

content

 

analysis

 

because

 
I

 

thought

 

that

 

this

 

would

 

carry

 

the

 

danger

 

of

 

reducing

 

the

 

meaning(s)

 

of

 

the

 

material

 
and

 

data

 

to

 

a

 

question

 

of

 

frequencies

 

and

 

sequences.

 

The

 

data

 

was

 

of

 

vital

 

importance

 
but

 

I

 

wanted

 

to

 

try

 

to

 

go

 

beyond

 

the

 

data

 

in

 

the

 

sense

 

that

 

I

 

was

 

looking

 

for

 

insight

 

and

 
analysis

 

that

 

conveyed

 

complicated

 

meanings

 

for

 

a

 

specific

 

type

 

of

 

culture ,

 

ie

  
Palestinian

 

experience

 

within

 

an

 

Israeli

 

school

 

system

 

which

 

is

 

itself

 

surrounded

 

with

 
cultural

 

and

 

social

 

issues.

The

 

recording

 

of

 

participants '

 

‘voices’

 

and

 

feelings

 

was

 

in

 

their

 

own

 

language

 

and

 

idiom.

 
This

 

might

 

be

 

termed

 

a

 

form

 

of

 

‘in

 

vivo’

 

coding

 

and

 

it

 

was

 

important

 

to

 

note

 

that

 

the
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research diary was done in Arabic the language of the respondents and participants so that 
an ‘insider’ approach was necessary. The diary also used what are effectively ‘analytical 
memos’ (Saldana, 2013:49) and these are self-made notes to the writer/researcher about 
the status and validity of remarks and evidence such as statements which have to be re-
read and checked against the categories or codes and amended as necessary. The research 
diary was in use for an extended period though it had intensive phases as the thesis took 
form and shape. The procedures for condensing interview material and for abstracting 
themes from the range of data sources had to have a measure of flexibility to reflect the 
nature of the research questions and the topic itself. The diary helped draw together not 
only first thoughts but field notes, notes from texts, notes from transcribed interviews, 
analysed data from documentary sources and very importantly from an action learning 
and research point of view, the questions which arose throughout the project. The diary 
enabled  the categories  of data and the themes  they generated  to be tested  against 
the concepts  used in the frameworks  for leadership  and critical  thinking . As a key to 
moving  from  the descriptive  stage  to the analytical  stage  the research  diary  was 
crucial  to the whole  project  and  in particular  for  the summarisation  process  of the 
research phase which is reported in the thesis.

Reflexivity

An important aspect of the research diary concerned the use of ideas about the ‘self’ 
as an appropriate object of study and research. This is a part of the intended outcomes 
of the doctoral programme. The research diary was used to capture ‘reflexivity’ and 
in particular to examine aspects of my practice within the kindergarten. A key starting 
point was to try to position myself as an enabling practitioner who would try to find 
and use the enabling aspects of my environment, which included cultural features such 
as deference to authority figures. I wanted to question this and to use what has been 
called the ‘potentiating environment’ (Hey and Oates, 2014: 80). I wanted to use the 
community’s engagement and values for educational development for their children to 
produce an inclusive environment which had the child at the centre of concern. I knew 
we needed to use the positive aspects of a close and secure (if also restrictive in some 
senses) community environment which offered security but also to challenge and change 
learning practices and thereby release potential.  

As a kindergarten teacher, kindergarten principal and researcher, I was, like any other 
person, at the beginning of a new journey in life. At first I was afraid of how I would 
succeed on the journey. At times, I felt I was sinking and could not stand up, sometimes 
I felt I was on the go all the time since the campaign process was close to my heart and 
sometimes I had to muster all my strength to cope with the journey. During the journey, I 
got to know people who led me to a ‘magical world’ and imparted to me great knowledge 
and insights which they had accumulated during their academic work. It is from them I 
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received knowledge as well as the direction of the path in how to educate and instruct. I 
learned that if I want to lead changes I must understand that I must invest time outside of 
work hours. In order to have the greatest chance of success, I had to first learn to recognize 
the importance of staff and the people who are part of the system which I wanted to 
change. There were those who taught me that learning does not end at the gates of the 
kindergarten but extends beyond learning hours. I learned by meeting people face to face 
and then through 21st century technological means, such as email, internet forums and 
beyond. The road was wonderful, as on the way I learned to recognize the development of 
a range of abilities including the cognitive, social and emotional attributes of children in 
my case. This was expressed through the collaborative learning experience that took place 
in the kindergarten, whether through skills of providing and receiving training, whether 
in the use of media, whether it was addressing problems, whether with the development 
of habits of group work, whether through social interactions, or whether through work 
habits and interpersonal communication.

I learned the importance of family and its role in the development of children, and that 
the more the family invests in the child the more the child develops and grows. I learned 
that my duties and abilities as a kindergarten teacher have an effect on the children. I 
amassed great knowledge, bit by bit, about critical thinking through the curriculum. I was 
especially pleased to see how a child with special needs and limited capabilities can utilize 
critical thinking intelligently to construct knowledge and empower his own personality. I 
was happy to see how I was able to interest the children in learning, exploration, analysis, 
development and creation.

As a kindergarten teacher I acquired methods and ways, tools and skills in the development 
of the child as a critical thinker. I gained a practical, theoretical and educational outlook 
for the kindergarten, and thus I was perceived as the central, professional, authoritative 
and single figure in the eyes of the parents and staff in it. I think I became who I now am, 
the principal, who knew how to lead the kindergarten to success. Practical, theoretical 
and educational knowledge gave me the strength and confidence to change my workplace 
and practice. I had learned how to build secure communications with parents, staff and 
children, from a clear, confident and shared democratic standpoint, all the while also 
recognising the limits of my culture and traditions. As a principal and kindergarten teacher 
I knew that the cornerstone of good educational service is knowledge and the desire to 
learn. Hence, I hoped to be the first designer of a future kindergarten, the one in which 
I work, which obliges me to be committed to work, to see myself as a source of change 
and see the kindergarten as a place where everyone involved can get support and support 
others.

Most importantly, I learned that the challenge in the kindergarten was to examine the 
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possible ways to build the cooperative capabilities of the parents of the children, and 
explore how parents can take part in the development of the model for dealing with 
learning goals, always having the objective in mind that: “Every child is a critical thinker”. 
At a mid point in my project I noted that: 

“This is the time of great change as I must work with parents 
to support the development of the model in the kindergarten. 
Together we have the ability to influence, and we must utilize this 
ability to adjust the kindergarten for constructing the model that 
provides for the children’s education and learning that is suitable 
to their needs and not a kindergarten to which they must adapt 
themselves. (My research diary, 22/01/2012).”

This approach was strongly linked to the idea of action research. My research diary was 
then a research tool which offered me a voice as a researcher as well as a practitioner. 
The diary enabled my personal writing to be at or near the centre of the research and 
therefore for the social and cultural context which impacted on my own experience to be a 
significant part of my analysis (see Mukherji and Albon, 2015:198). This approach means 
that the diary is both a method and a resulting text in its own right. The text was therefore 
a form of journal which tried to capture on-going processes of reflection and learning and 
‘created’ new aspects of data. It was both a tool for on-going work and a product which 
highlighted the possibilities of the data and insights and experiences it had captured. For 
those who see writing itself as central to action learning and research (for example Brown 
and Jones, 2001) the diary represents an evolving understanding throughout a project 
or process rather than a fixed point where there is an agreed understanding of an issue. 
This was the case for my use of the diary where I hoped to create and construct a reality 
of critical thinking in the kindergarten. At the beginning, there was no critical thinking 
to reflect on and so the diary helped me to build this. The interviews, data capture and 
documentation I used could not capture all I wanted to explore. The diary helped me to 
conceptualise and organise and to use emotional data, memory data and aspirational data 
to deepen and extend my project. This is what I meant when I recorded in my diary that I 
wanted to go beyond the data and I recognised that for myself as well as for the children 
that  forming relationships and being inquisitive go together.

Visualisation 

Since the research diary was one of the most significant methods and practices of the 
project  it  is  worth  noting,  I  believe, that  the  research  topic  and  its  range  of  content  matters

 was  not  easily  reduced  to  the  confines  of  a  single  approach  or  method  or  of  a  single
 document .  The  diary  itself  was  an  intermediate  method  for  the  generation  of  an

 
organising

 system  for  a  range  of  themes  and  issues,  some  of  which  were  dealing  with concrete matters 
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  of  data  and  evidence  and  some  of  which  were  dealing  with  concepts  and
 

theoretical
 approaches  to  issues  and  themes .  The  list  of  tables  at  page  6  of  the  thesis

 
indicates

 
the

 scope  and  reach  of  the  ‘visualised’    aspects  of  the  thesis  and  these  helped
 

me
 

to
 

express
 

the
 elements  of  arguments  and  themes  in  the  research  which  were

 
often

 
complex

 
and

 sometimes  contradictory.  The  diary  was  of  course  annotated  in  my
 

own
 

style
 

in
 

Arabic
 

and
 this  helped  greatly  in  the  task  of  labelling  and  drawing  together

 
themes .

 
The

 
diary

 
of

 course  allowed  me  to  also  use  free  writing  and  where  desirable
 

to
 

use
 

creative
 

means
 

to
 bring  together  different  material .  The  diary  allowed

 
me

 
to

 
create

 
a

 
coherent

 
account

 
of

 
my

 work  which  had  much  variety  in  it  and  to
 

do
 

this
 

over
 

a
 

long
 

period
 

of
 

time.

Using
 
the

 
diary

 
as

 
an

 
organising

 
tool

 The
 
diary

 
helped

 
me

 
organise

 
the

 
process

 
and

 
content

 
of

 
the

 
work-related

 
project

 
which

 was
 
the

 
foundation

 
of

 
the

 
research

 
phase

 
and

 
the

 
writing

 
up

 
of

 
the

 
thesis.

 
In

 
summary,

 
there

 were
 
several

 
stages

 
which

 
overlapped

 
in

 
this

 
process

 
and

 
these

 
have

 
been

 
compressed

 
in

 the
 
diagram

 
on

 
timing

 
and

 
phasing

 
which

 
appears

 
in

 
the

 
thesis

 
at

 
page

 
19.

 
In

 
summary

 outline
 
the

 
following

 
stages

 
were

 
constructed

 
(and

 
I
 
believe

 
such

 
a
 
process

 
can

 
be

 
traced

 from
 
Paulo

 
Freire’s

 
approach

 
to

 
the

 
generation

 
of

 
learning

 
programmes

 
designed

 
to

 
help

 learners
 
change

 
their

 
own

 
lives).

Stages:
Secondary

 
sources

 
for

 
investigating

 
ideas

 
–
 

libraries,
 

government
 

departments,
 literature,

 
university

 
staff/supervisors,

 
Freire-Pedagogy

 
of

 
the

 
Oppressed,

 
1972

 
as

 
a
 guiding

 
source,

 
action

 
research

 
and

 
action

 
learning

 
explored

 
with

 
colleagues

Primary
 

sources
 

for
 

investigation
 

–
 

professional
 

context,
 

the
 

kindergarten
 

itself,
 community

 
organisation

 
and

 
people,

 
children

 
themselves

 
and

 
parents,

 
finding

 
and

 
using

 experts,
 
problem

 
and

 
issue

 
definition,

 
finding

 
the

 
proper

 
research

 
questions

 
through

 constructive
 
dialogue

Finding
 

co-workers
 

and
 

co-researchers
 

–
 

meetings
 

with
 

staff
 

and
 

community
 representatives,

 
discussions

 
with

 
parents

 
and

 
families,

 
training

 
of

 
co-workers

 
and

 professionals,
 
research

 
proposals

 
and

 
justifications

 
for

 
the

 
University,

 
ethical

 
issues

 formulated
 
and

 
addressed,

 
empowering

 
where

 
possible

 
those

 
who

 
were

 
involved

Building
 
codifications

 
and

 
thematic

 
ideas – selecting

 
and

 
clarifying

 
issues

 
and

 themes
 
to

 
be

 
explored,

 
curriculum

 
and

 
pedagogic

 
lines

 
of

 
investigation

 
and

 
development

 outlined,
 
sequences

 
of

 
activity

 
negotiated

 
and

 
agreed

Decoding
 
and

 
synthesising – discussions

 
in

 
appropriate

 
groups,

 
themes

 
identified

 
and

 clarified,
 
‘questions

 
as

 
the

 
curriculum’

 
explored,

 
consideration

 
of

 
data

 
and

 
evidence

 
collection

Building
 

a
 

curriculum
 

and
 

learning
 

programmes – constructing
 

a
 

thematic
 programme

 
for

 
critical

 
thinking

 
skills

 
with

 
children

 
themselves,

 
managing

 
dialogue

 with
 
children

 
and

 
parents,

 
engaging

 
the

 
community

 
as

 
participants

 Action
 

and
 

outcomes
 

–
 

assessment
 

of
 

learning
 

outcomes
 

and
 

achievements,
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community involvement in celebration of achievements, discussion of future plans 
and activities, personal outcomes identified, thesis writing and presentation(s), 
discussions of future  action and investigations.

Figure 1 : Research Diary-illustration
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Appendix 2 : Interviews
Preparation for the interview

I conducted interviews to understand the background and basis for the purposes of the 
study, and to gather information to help develop future research tools. Respondents were 
asked to express their thoughts about the child, his behaviour, his practice of solving 
social problems, the type of questions he asks, what he has acquired during the period 
of his stay in kindergarten, the influence of the child on the family home, whether the 
child has led a change in the behaviour and attitude of his parents towards him, and the 
motives that drive the child to independent study. In this interview parents were asked 
to express their personal opinions about what has happened in the kindergarten because 
of the introduction and the development of the model and to describe their impression 
of the influence of the model on their children and on themselves in the home and in the 
community. In the interviews most of the questions were open-ended, and the answers 
were written in full.

I prepared questions in advance, but during the interviews, the conversation broadened 
to other places and veered away from the questions I intended to ask. I noticed flexibility 
with reference to the respondents’ answers. Interview appointments with the parents were 
made in advance in the kindergarten.

The interviews were conducted in a pleasant and friendly atmosphere, and created a sense 
of trust, full cooperation and openness and frankness. The documentation of the interviews 
was done by simultaneous transcription. I chose the open interview study because it fits 
the scheme.

Open questions in interviews were analyzed using content analysis. The statements were 
coded and analyzed through the qualitative method. In one case (Question 1, “changes in 
the achievements of the child at the end of the year” - an open question) requires a more 
complex analysis.

Types of processing

It was decided that the analysis of the responses to this question (1) would be done in a 
different method than that of other open questions. The reason is because this question 
was essentially different from other questions in the interview. In other questions, (even 
open ones), the respondent is targeted to a specific issue (such as behaviour while playing, 
his desire to read or participate in another subject), and the answers received also specify 
a single specific issue. This question, in essence, is more comprehensive and its very 
nature “invited” the parents to explain the basic assumptions and internal processes which 
are the basis for their relationship with their children. In order to analyze the answers, I 
have implemented steps that represent the qualitative method.
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The unit of analysis was the written answer (including some statements). In the first 
phase the answers were read sequentially in an attempt to find similar components. We 
identified ideas related to educational approaches used in kindergartens version of what 
Mayring (1983 and 2000) and Mayring and Glaser-Ziduka (2003). All this was in order 
to fully understand the thought processes of the parents, their faith in the model of a 
critical thinker (in which they had been trained) and their expectations of their work with 
the children at home and later on in the kindergarten. The parents were therefore asked 
to model the teacher wherever she goes and with everything she does with the children 
in the kindergarten. In short, the parents would complement the work of the kindergarten 
teacher at home, despite the fact that in the beginning it was difficult for parents to get 
this theme and develop it with the children, because most parents and people think that 
this is only a little boy and what can we do with him!! They simply fulfill the child’s 
desires and keep him quiet, peaceful and disciplined and do not interfere or ask. In short, 
the child gets everything without clarification or explanation. Therefore, I decided to 
create a continuing education program for parents so that I can help develop the thoughts 
of parents and convince them about what we are going to do to develop their children in 
kindergarten and beyond. I also asked them to sit with their child 12 minutes every day 
and talk, discuss and develop a theme specific to him and his inclination. Eventually we 
will reach a point where the child presents his subject to all the children and parents which 
will lead to an increase in his self-confidence and encouragement to meet and talk in 
public, which will reduce the fear of the crowd, for we are mostly in an Arab rural society 
that notices if we are small children or if we are adults.

The findings of this stage were exposed to the logical structure of critical leadership 
which accompanied the answers, a structure that exists or is implied in every answer, 
even if not openly (later we will discuss the identified structure). In the second stage the 
answers were summarized to the inclusion of the concept or the general concepts, and 
examples were presented for explanation or for the details of the interview.

For example, the following answer:

“I think that the achievements of the child at the end of the year told me a lot about 
the learning, and the atmosphere afforded the child. First of all, before any learning, 
whether it is for leadership or for critical thinking I was able to conclude that I must first 
give the child a fun and comfortable atmosphere. They like the kindergarten and I felt 
that after you, as a kindergarten teacher, gave him a pleasant platform, only then did his 
learning begin to flow. It all began in an atmosphere of fun, serenity without pressure.” 
Summarized as follows:

Create a pleasant and comfortable atmosphere as a precondition for learning and critical thinking 
and leadership. Emphasis must be placed on the recognition of the unique needs of the child.
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Or the answer: “The achievements of the child at the end of the year led me to believe 
in giving equal opportunities and options to each child according to his ability and 
understanding and to the encouraging and strengthening of the “strong” areas of the child, 
and developing the weak areas individually in each child. Individual attention, a lot of 
warmth, love and personal example, increase in every child the natural curiosity and 
desire to learn, to lead and think critically, and propel him into a good and confident 
person who will be beneficial to himself and all those around him.”

Summarized as follows:

To provide equal opportunities and possibilities for each child. Encouragement for suitable 
development, while providing warmth and a personal example. Encourage curiosity and 
the desire to learn, to think critically, which will lead towards promoting the child as a 
confident and beneficial person to all those around him.

In the third phase those themes that repeated themselves with great frequency were 
examined with respect to the perception of the “change” of the child at the end of the 
year. These themes were organized in the analysis chapter.

Semi-structured interviews with parents
2.1 Interview number 1 Parent of Child X

Question number 1: What can you tell me about the changes in the achievements of the 
child at the end of the year?

Answer: Listen my dear, as a mother, I cannot believe that this is the same child who 
entered kindergarten early this year. The truth is that he changed in some ways from the 
moment he entered kindergarten until he left at the end of the year. I will start with the 
changes in his behaviour which are completely different. He has become a child who is 
courteous, polite, obedient, listens, asks, checks, clarifies, assumes, concludes, estimates, 
weighs, claims, reasons, considers others, respect others, feels with everybody and is 
concerned that everybody around him should be happy, expresses his opinion without 
fear. When he wants to say something he asks everyone to listen to him and he knows 
how to ask. It seems to me that I live in a house with a young man in the form of a small 
child. In terms of achievements, I always relate to my colleagues at work, and the team 
I work with, how pleased and surprised I am by the knowledge he has acquired and the 
questions that he asks. The questions he asks are oF a high level of interest and concern 
about the subject he is asking about, for example, when the children learned about winter, 
the subject aroused in him love, caring and concern about the environment. After a while, 
when he returned home, he called out to me as he sat by the window watching the rain 
come down and asked me: “If there were no rain and no heaven, how would we live.” 
Believe me, when I think about him and the level of his questions, I mainly attribute 
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it to the design and the environmental organization in your kindergarten, which affects 
the knowledge, the depiction and behaviour. In addition, with him, you automatically 
feel his sensitivity, that he developed a sense of competence, a degree of independence 
and self-esteem. Not only this, but he is characterized as having great determination in 
achieving the goals he sets for himself or that we place before him. For example, when 
his aunt brought him a gift, a pedagogic game (puzzle of 32 pieces), he did not leave it 
until he finished putting it together. You did not see how he dealt with the game, how he 
tried, how he assembled it, how he concentrated, how he talked to himself and how he 
thought, it was truly amazing. It is not only I who says these things, but all of us in the 
neighbourhood and those associated with him point out the differences between him and 
his peers. Due to my son’s advances, many neighbours contacted the council and asked to 
have their children enrolled in your kindergarten.

Question number 2: Why do you think that he has changed to become different from 
children in other kindergartens?

Answer: The truth is that with you everything is different, and again I say this not as 
flattery but as the truth. First, let us begin to appreciate the kindergarten from the outside.

It seems that the existing physical atmosphere in your kindergarten is not as in other 
kindergartens, at least not in our village. It encouraged my son to be alert, sensitive to 
care for the environmental, confident and a person with self-esteem. And it is different 
when I go inside. If we look at the organizational educational environment, with you 
everything is in place and organized which makes it very convenient for the children to 
browse and move around. The most important thing is the fact that you yourself are in 
the kindergarten, you receive my son, myself and his father with a smile all the time. You 
constantly encourage him, praise him, you teach from all your heart and do not waste time 
and utilize the time for the benefit of my son and the other children in the kindergarten. 
You never mentioned a negative point about our children and would always say to us that 
he is excellent, he is good, but there is one small point that needs improvement. This so 
that as parents we can try to raise him from the point he finds himself now and promote 
him to a better place. I aspire to take him to places that you never dreamed he would ever 
reach. He has it; if you work simultaneously with him and me, I guarantee you he will 
be a star among his peers. And today I support every word you said at the time. In short, 
the style that you have cannot be found in any other kindergarten. You are different in 
all aspects; personality, appearance, security, character, order, encouragement, patience, 
attentiveness, respect that you give, the care you give to each child, you feel for them, 
listen to them, the value that you give them, the conversations that you conduct on the 
kindergarten level, both individually and collectively. The environmental design and your 
method of teaching is all an experience. Your activities and experiences are taught through 
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initiative and guidance, and your direction of learning and thinking processes, arouses 
curiosity in the children and helps them express the hidden capabilities in each and every 
child, taking into account the capabilities inherent in each and every one of them. If you 
ask me the truth, I can only say that in your personality as a kindergarten teacher you are 
like the people living in the UK and in the Western countries.

Question number 3: In what way are these changes reflected in the child’s behaviour at 
home and outside the home?

Answer: If I start with the changes that began at home, there is something amazing that 
characterized him during his stay in the kindergarten. For example, before he entered 
into kindergarten, whenever someone came to visit us with their son, my son would run 
around in a wild manner and not share his toys. Today, he is totally changed. He speaks, 
calls him into his room and plays with him. If for example, he would see a child crying, 
he would disregard him, however, he would not do that today, he would immediately turn 
around and ask him: ꞌWhat is happening to you? Why are you crying?’ He has respect 
with regard to himself as well as others. Sometimes when he sees that I am tired, he says 
to me, ‘Mother let me help you, you get some rest.’

Question number 4: How is this child different from the other siblings with respect to his 
behaviour in playing, his relationship with you and his willingness to read or participate 
in other learning?

Answer: There is a very noticeable characteristic about him and that is his determination 
and consistency. He is not prepared to start putting together a game and not finish it. If 
he gets stuck in the middle, he will try many times until he reaches the point where he 
is happy and is able to continue. At times he will consult with his big brother, me or his 
father but that is hardly ever. Most of the time, he trusts only himself. With reference to 
his relationship with us at home, he is generally very calm, modest, loves others, accepts 
them and engages in conversation and dialogue with everyone. He has a strong desire that 
we all be happy with him. He really cares about it, because often he turns around and asks 
me, for example, ‘Mother, do you love me? Mother, are you pleased with me? Mother are 
you proud of me?’

With reference to reading stories and participating in learning, he cannot sleep without 
me reading to him a story. If not myself, then his father, and if not his father than his older 
brother. I always looking for alternatives to satisfy him. I must also mention that when his 
brother sits down to read to him and help him with his homework, he sits down next to 
him and begins to look what his brother is doing and asks about his work. Sometimes he 
goes off and gets me a notebook with a pen and asks me to prepare for him a mathematics 
problem so that he can solve it because he wants to read like his brother.
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Question number 5: What did you experience when your son was in kindergarten? How 
does it affect you? How has it affected your behaviour towards him?

Answer: In truth, I have experienced an interesting experience that initially I would ask 
myself and in talking to my husband, “What is this chatter that this kindergarten teacher 
is saying, what is a child that leads. What is a child that thinks critically? But today, you 
have led me to believe in him and his abilities even though he is a little child”.

Today I am very pleased and proud to have a genius, I constantly talk about him to others 
and call him to come and tell people certain things. In short I am proud that he gives me 
the feeling that I have a special asset today. I feel that I have a great man in the house who 
is responsible for his actions and his words. If I want to tell you how it has affected my 
behaviour at home, I must tell you that I used to be a nervous person. Every small thing 
made me nervous regardless how small it was. I wanted everybody in the house to do 
what I wanted- after all I took care of everything. Today I am different from what I was. 
I am more open to my needs and theirs, I listen to them more, invest more time in them, 
sitting with them and raising a subject and discussing it. I became a much more passionate 
mother because of the sensitivity he has. I rely on my son and am not worried constantly 
about him, giving him responsibility and empowering him. The truth is it was not me. 
Today everything has changed, especially in the atmosphere of the home. It is not only 
him that it has affected, but also the rest of the family at home.

Question number 6: Does the child asks questions and offer answers in the family 
environment and beyond? Give an example? Is there another example?

Answer: The truth is it is very noticeable with him. He is constantly asking questions and 
has no rest or breaks from questions. Often, when sitting and playing with his puzzles, for 
example, when holding a doll, he begins to question it and simultaneously answers the 
question. For example, “Do you want me to read you a story? Have you ever heard the 
story of the three butterflies? I will tell it to you, so listen. Look at the cover, what do you 
see? Oh the beautiful paintings, what else? Well done. Now the author. Do you know what 
the name of the author to the story? Kwaniss, Alufah, you have an excellent memory”.

There is also another example. Once in the evening I was very tired, so I had a nap and 
fell asleep. When I woke up I heard someone talking in the playroom, I got up and walked 
slowly and listened to the voices. I thought there was someone else with my son and was 
surprised to find that he was alone holding a conversation while playing a pedagogical 
game, and playing with his voice and using different tones of voice. You know what it is, 
he was imitating your voice and actions and how you speak and encourage him. He uses 
words of encouragement, claps his hands and rewards. I am sure that if I told you how he 
was sitting in the same fashion as you do and how he would use the level of questions that 
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you use, you would not believe. In short, he is an amazing child and we are all amazed 
by him.

Question number 7: In what way does your child try to solve social problems with his 
friends or his relatives? Has there been any change? Give an example.

Answer: When he encounters a problem with his brother he used to shout, cry and turn 
to me, asking me to step in and beg that the outcome of my intervention should be to his 
benefit; if not, he started to cry. Sometimes he would smack him. Today he does not let 
himself get into such a state that he will smack somebody. A few days ago we went for a 
walk and he saw the two children playing with each other and one of them hit the second 
when he took a part of his game. He turned to him and said: “You do not know how much 
that hurts, you shouldnꞌt hit someone else, you have no mercy. Clam your feelings and 
ask politely. I am sure that he will answer your requests and you will get along together.”

His whole attitude has changed for the better and he became polite and courteous. He 
conducts dialogue, knows how to explain situations, ask questions and use nice words.

Question number 8: Does he understand and relate to your feelings?

Answer: If I tell you how sensitive and caring he is, you would not believe me. Imagine 
that sometimes he will come and look at my face and asked me: “Mother, what is the 
colour around your eyes, do you not feel well.” What do you tell such a child? Several 
times a day he comes and hugs me and says, “Mother, I love you, do you love me?”

Question number 9: Does he understand and relate to the feelings of others? Give an 
example.

Question number 10: Do you think that if a person is sensitive, he will only be sensitive 
towards himself? What do you think?

Answer: I see in him a child that is sensitive to everybody, whether towards himself, his 
mother, brothers and all those around him.

Question number 11: Can you give me an example of a specific incident when your son 
displayed his understanding of sensitivity to others.

Answer: Once we were sitting in the TV room, and that moment he wanted to sit down at 
the computer and play “cowboy.” He went into the computer room and found his brother 
downloading information about his studies. He asked him: “How much more time do you 
need?” His brother replied: “I just started; I still need a lot of time.” He then asked: “Is 
this work for tomorrow?” to which his brother responded: “Yes.” So he said, “Okay, take 
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your time, but when you finish please call me.”

Question number 12: What were the tools that the child acquired in the kindergarten to 
develop his self-learning?

Answer: First of all, asking questions and solving problems. They gave him a tip: if he 
asks, he is looking for an answer. Searching for a correct answer requires him to search 
for sources such as people, internet and the encyclopaedia. In addition, he is a decisive 
and determined child who wants to achieve his goals. Determination does not come from 
a vacuum; he learned it from you and always shows this- everyone says this about you 
too. This increases the degree of motivation that you have, and he learned it from you 
through imitation. Before I end, I must mention that he learned some exclusive things 
from you, such as how to be an attentive and focused child. This was not noticeable 
before he entered your kindergarten, and in addition the issue of responsibility over his 
speech and actions, issue of discussion and development of a dialogue which you made 
him accustomed to.

Question number 13: What do you think motivates the child to self-learning?

Answer: In my opinion, encouragement is the basis of everything. The children receive 
praise and privileges for good achievements because it encourages them to have a positive 
attitude towards the task. If the child feels calm and serene, he begins to develop and 
advance to become a child with personal responsibility for his words and actions, and 
break open a way for self-study. I will not forget that I learned this from you. The tendency 
of talking to oneself can help children when they are learning: for example, when my son 
speaks loudly to himself with no intention of communicating with another person, it was 
obvious to him that he should do this when he was trying to solve a problem or perform a 
complex task, especially without adult supervision.

2.2 Interview number 2 Parent of Child XX

Question number 1: What can you tell me about the changes in the achievements of the 
child at the end of the year?

Answer: Listen, if I want to look back to the beginning of the year, my son acquired 
many of things, whether it was the acquisition of vocabulary words, writing, early maths 
and social skills. He asks more questions and is curious about everything, small or large, 
and does not stop until he receives an answer from me. He is more confident in himself, 
expresses feelings and cares very much about the feelings of others. For example, if 
he feels I am upset, he will ask and be interested in the reason why, because it is very 
important to him to see me happy. He is open to everything, even with food- he wants 
something new every day. He loves games of all kinds. If I talk about the emotional 
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development of a child, he is very well developed.

Question number 2: In what way are these changes reflected in the child’s behaviour at 
home and outside the home?

Answer: He is concerned about how long it takes to buy new games. When we are outside 
the house in a park or likewise, he builds relationships with strange children, plays with 
them and is concerned as to whether they like him. He asks about anything new to him.

Question number 3: Are you happy that that he builds relationships with strange children?

In your opinion, is it a good thing?

Answer: Listen, we live in a country that is multicultural and diverse. Therefore, I would 
be very happy that my son is flexible and knows how to create connections outside the 
circle of the rural society in which we live. Besides, it gives me a good feeling about him 
and about his future. Just being an open and loved person will help him in life.

Question number 4: Could you elaborate a little bit and remind me how this will help him? 
Answer: In my opinion, being accepted by everyone will allow him to progress rapidly 
in all areas of interest in his future career. Keep in mind, that the process of building a 
relationship with people will be easy for him and allow him much more success than 
other people.

Question number 5: How is this child different from the other siblings with respect to his 
behaviour in playing, his relationship with you and his willingness to read or participate 
in other learning?

Answer: Games: I feel he is more creative and diverse in the way he plays and likes 
different variety of colours. He asks about every detail, small or large.

His relationship with you: He is much warmer, closer and listens, it is important to him 
that both of us are happy and content. He pays attention to small details and if we are 
upset he is interested in knowing why. He responds to encouragement and strengthening. 
If he is punished, he wants to know why, and how.

He wishes to read or participate in other learning: As I mentioned earlier in order for him 
to be satisfied we must diversify, to allow for a variety of options as a way of learning, i.e. 
reading from a book or watching a movie or playing on the web.

Question number 6: What did you experience when your son was in kindergarten? How 
does it affect you? How has it affected your behaviour towards him?
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Answer: My feeling was of fascination throughout the year of my work and my lifestyle 
even began to diversify. I made sure my sons were more independent. I took pains to 
answer their questions on every subject. I made every effort to find and buy more diverse 
games. This year was a serious makeover. In addition, I learned how aesthetics create a 
warm and comfortable climate and allows for personal expressions. All this is a way of 
providing meaningful activities for children in designing the environment.

Question number 7: Does the child ask questions and offer answers in the family 
environment and beyond it? Give an example?

Answer: He asks about everyone even those outside the family circle, for example, there 
is a boy in the family whose parents do not live together and are divorced. He constantly 
asks me how this boy feels and why is his father not with them. He suggests that his father 
and I help the parents to reunite and live together again, tells me what the boy does and 
shows concern for him.

Question number 8: In what way does your child try to solve social problems with his 
friends or his relatives? Has there been any change? Give an example.

Answer: At first he was being helped by me or his father. If anyone bothered him he would 
report to us. Lately, he handles this alone and is responsible for his actions. He utilizes 
dialogue with others, for example, if someone bothers him, he tells them explicitly that 
it is not appropriate and he does not want to play with them anymore, which forces the 
other to adapt to his standards.

Question number 9: Does he understand and relate to your feelings? Give an example.

Yes, to everyone’s feelings but especially to me and his father, to such an extent that 
he notices when things are normal and when there is irritation. Many times he asks me 
“Mother, are you OK, who is bothering you, did I do anything wrong or did something 
happen at work or is father

He asks until I give him an answer. He may ask “are you sick?” and will not stop until he 
receives an answer. This child is really something, may God watch over him.

Question number 10: Does he understand and relate to the feelings of others? Give an 
example.

Yes plenty, for example, he has a brother defined as having a problem with attention and 
concentration and he is constantly interested in him. He comes to ask me “is it not true 
that TT is making problems? I am OK, I wait when he bothers you and I do not come and 
ask you anything.” He also asks, “Is it not true that TT cries and I do not come and tell 
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you what I want when he is crying?”

Question number 11: What are the tools and skills the child acquired in the kindergarten 
to develop self-learning on his own?

Answer: The ability to ask questions, care and development of sensitivity to others’ 
feelings, paying attention, ability to manage a conversation and dialogue, noticing little 
things, the ability to play with a variety of games, providing the opportunity to create 
something.

Question number 12: What do you think motivates the child to self-learning?

Answer: In my opinion, there are many factors. First of all, there is the model. You are a 
kindergarten teacher in the kindergarten and that is most of the time, your problem today 
is that you face the model. You do not teach him to learn things by heart and imitate but 
rather let him explore, ask him many questions, you lay out a variety of games, you allow 
a wide range creative material from which he chooses, he tests and decides what to deal 
with in order to create a special creation and so he learns everything accordingly. I say that 
environmental organization and design in the kindergarten also did its job in a number of 
things like making decisions, empathy to others and understanding, recognizing the need 
to help others, developing patience and imitating his model, which is you. In addition 
and with my involvement in activities of the kindergarten, I see, the child is a partner in 
activities and learning, so that you ask what he prefers, what he wants, how does he want 
things to look like. He gives of himself and this challenges him and makes him more 
independent and responsible for his actions.

2.3 Interview number 3 Parent of Child XXX

Question number:1: What can you tell me about the changes in the achievements of the 
child at the end of the year?

Answer: My son became an independent and serious student, who asks a lot of questions. 
He is intrigued about anything new, he therefore initiates many things consistently and 
with perseverance. He is determined to achieve his goal. He has the ability to say what he 
wants to say to others without fear or shame, and always says “I am responsible for what 
I say”. For example, a few days ago we were at my parents and we sat around the table 
and began to eat. Suddenly my son’s voice was heard addressing his grandfather and said, 
“Grandpa why are you making noises when you eat and open your mouth, in kindergarten 
we eat this way, and not your way”. He has become more sensitive to what is happening 
around him.

Question number 2: Why do you think that he has changed to become different from 
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children in other kindergartens?

Answer: He has almost stopped fighting with his older brother and has started to become 
calmer. He solves problems through conversation and he is always focused on his 
conversational abilities, with a strong will to tell, explain and express his opinion. He 
has become self- confident, responsible and independent. He has a great effect on other 
children, both his own age and older. He has begun to paint meaningful paintings and has 
become interested in every subject and explored it. This shows the degree of curiosity that 
is aroused in him inside and outside of the kindergarten. He is an amazing child and I am 
very proud of him today.

Question number 3: In what way are these changes reflected in the child’s behaviour at 
home and outside the home?

Answer: The way he communicates with us (father and mother). His relationship is very 
different from his older brother. He loves to kiss and hug us and is very concerned that 
we are happy with him. This it is also expressed in his relationship with his grandparents.

He is very concerned with their comfort and that they feel good. He always listens to 
them- when we go to visit them he immediately seats himself in his grandfather’s lap and 
starts asking about his welfare and asks him to tell his short stories. He is very engaged 
with all of us.

Question number 4: How is this child different from the other siblings with respect to his 
behaviour in playing, his relationship with you and his willingness to read or participate 
in other learning?

Answer: He is very serious about achieving his goal and is very interested in getting 
the result that will make him and us happy. He is determined and invests a lot of time in 
solving the problems he encounters. He really wants you to be pleased with him and to 
give us positive reports about him.

Question number 5: What did you experience when your son was in kindergarten? How 
does it affect you? How has it affected your behaviour towards him?

Answer: I had many experiences but the most interesting experience was the project 
which we did at home, the building of a house from polystyrene (this is the house of the 
main character in the story ‘A Rose and the Spring of Water’ and it is the one he chose 
to sculpt). I worked with him for almost a week to produce the house and spent a lot of 
time with him. I saw that you placed a significant cognitive challenge for my son, and in 
this experience my son was required to use critical thinking. During the entire time of the 

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


XXII

project he would ask questions, pose a problem, discuss the problem and seek solutions. 
Truthfully, he is very satisfied with the tasks you give him and it matters to him that he 
achieves excellent results. The tasks have strengthened him more and more, along with 
the relationship between us and made him a child who is more attentive and focused. It 
also led him to be a leader when reading the story by heart to all parents and their children 
without having missed a detail of the story. He has worked very hard and strengthened his 
language - every day he would ask me to read a story and when I finished he would go to 
his father and would then ask him. It must be emphasized that he imitates you and your 
personality. He identifies very much with the story, and the image of the rose.

Question number 6: Does the child ask questions and offer answers in the family 
environment and beyond it? Give an example.

Answer: What interests and intrigues him is the secret of the world. He always asks 
his father, “Is God the most powerful in the world? I think he is the greatest and most 
powerful and best of all. Isnꞌt that true, father!”

Question number 7: In what way does your child try to solve social problems with his 
friends or his relatives? Has there been any change? Give an example.

Answer: At first he cried when he encountered a problem. But during the year he changed 
into a more flexible child and started conducting dialogues with his brother and his 
friends to solve problems. He always uses nice language, and here I must state that he has 
improved his language skills.

Question number 8: Does he understand and relate to your feelings? Give an example. 

Answer: Yes. When I get angry at him for any reason, he notices my anger and approaches 
me and kisses me so that I will be pleased with him. He always does this when he wants 
to see me pleased about any matter or work that he does.

Question number 9: Does he understand and relate to the feelings of others? Give an 
example.

Answer: Yes. When he feels that one of his friends in the neighbourhood is angry, he 
suggests playing with his games and brings him home to play with him.

Question number 10: What are the tools and skills the child acquired in the kindergarten 
to develop self-learning on his own?

Answer: First he developed his memory whether it is short-term or long term. He also 
developed the language of dialogue and conducting of conversations.
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2.4 Interview number 4 Parent of Child XXXX

Question number 1: What can you tell me about the changes in the achievements of the 
child at the end of the year?

Answer: Generally, he has made achievements in all areas. He has become an independent 
child, responsible for his actions. For example, when he wakes up in the morning he will 
not go down before he tidies his room. From a point of view of cognitively, there is 
nothing to say. For example, up to where can he count? Up to 98. He also reads many 
words and has developed his spoken language skills very well.

Question number 2: Why do you think that he has changed to become different from 
children in other kindergartens?

Answer: In your kindergarten the organization and design of the environment is different, 
which allows for the construction of knowledge through activity which is implemented 
in a range of new understandings and the existing practices. The attitude is different, the 
encouragement is different, it surrounds the child, and allows expression of opinion. The 
atmosphere promotes listening, it trains them to ask questions and search for solutions. 
It gives them courage, curiosity, leadership ability and conviction- you demonstrate this 
for the children.

Question number 3: In what way are these changes reflected in the child’s behaviour at 
home and outside the home?

Answer: The programme has affected the child’s behaviour outside the home as well as at 
home. He has acquired habits about how to treat others, how to respect and value them, how 
to conduct dialogue with them, and influence them. He learned how to relate to those around 
him and how to cultivate contacts with them. He is motivated to read stories and ask questions. 
I must say he always asks questions without shame or fear and is interested in many things.

Question number 4: How is this child different from the other siblings with respect to his 
behaviour in playing, his relationship with you and his willingness to read or participate 
in other learning?

Answer: The boy is different from his brothers in social games. He includes others, waits 
his turn in line, and his motivation for reading stories has risen. Every night he wants to 
hear a story in order to tell his teacher and become the king of the kindergarten the next 
day.

Games: He is excellent at playing games, determined to finish them.
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His relationship with others: the relationship has improved and strengthened.

Wishes to read or participate in other learning: He is interested in exploring and every 
day, he wants to learn new things in kindergarten.

Question number 5: What did you experience when your son was in kindergarten? How 
did it affect you? How has it affected your behaviour towards him?

Answer: My son enjoyed socialising in the kindergarten. I experienced him being sociable, 
caring for others and accepting differences. It affected us at home. His brothers learned 
from him how to behave when they are angry. He would always tell them a story of 
Dansou and told his brothers how to act with others.

Question number 6: Does the child ask questions and offer answers in the family 
environment and beyond? Give an example.

Answer: Yes, and it stands out when he plays a game with the other children or with his 
brother. If he disturbs him or hits him then he would say: “You want to take the game 
away? Right! If you want to play, ask and say please let me play with you, because we do 
not hit, only ask nicely, and after asking we receive”.

Question number 7: In what way does your child try to solve social problems with his 
friends or his relatives? Has there been any change? Give an example.

Answer: The way he operates today is very different from what it was. He used to hit, cry 
and scream and then turn to me or to his father and asks for our help. Today he solves his 
problems independently and is responsible for making decisions, conducts discussions, 
conducts debates, negotiates and seeks cooperation and calm.

Question number 8: Does he understand and relate to your feelings? Give an example. 

Answer: This is a very noticeable characteristic of his. When he sees me, he immediately 
notices my facial expression and asks, “You seem to be happy today, why are you happy?” 
Or when he goes into the kitchen while I am working and cooking food, he immediately 
tells me, “Mother, you will get tired if you do it all alone. Let me join you and help you.”

Question number 9: Does he understand and relate to the feelings of others? Give an 
example. 

Answer: Yes, we have noticed this. As soon as he sees his brother crying, he asks him, 
“How can I help you to feel better?”
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Question number 10: What are the tools and skills that the child acquired in the kindergarten 
to develop self-learning on his own?

Answer: Being attentive to others, relating to others and understanding emotions through 
body language. He asks questions and investigates any matter that attracts him. He accepts 
other children as they are in order to lead to the changes he wants to introduce.

Question number 11: What do you think motivates the child to self-learning?

Answer: He needs to develop social skills, concentration skills, listening skills and 
observation skills. He should be caring to others, understand them and acquire skills to 
investigate and ask questions.

2.5 Interview number 5 Parent of Child XXXXX

Question number 1: What can you tell me about the changes in the achievements of the 
child at the end of the year?

Answer: I think that the achievements of the child at the end of the year told me a lot 
about learning and the atmosphere my daughter experienced. Firstly, before any learning, 
whether it is for leadership or for critical thinking, the child must be given a comfortable 
and fun atmosphere. The kindergarten is a place which everybody likes and I felt that 
you as a teacher gave her a nice platform- only afterwards did she really begin learning 
from you. Everything started in an atmosphere of fun and the serenity and not of pressure, 
leading to changes in her level of personal responsibility, her emotional aspects and her 
social communication and dialogue.

Question number 2: Why do you think that she changed to become different from children 
in the other kindergartens?

Answer: With you everything is different. It is enough for us to see your smile in the 
morning, it says everything! Your patience, the degree of attention and listening that you 
give us and our children, your caring for all of us, the respect you give, the knowledge you 
have, the learning style that you imbue in her which is based on enthusiasm, experience, 
and indirect learning- all of these contributed to the changes in her. Your work is basically 
different and that is what gave me the push to involve myself and provide a comfortable 
place for learning at home. You taught her to be independent, to explore, not to be 
ashamed, to ask, to be humble and polite, respect others, to help others, to believe in 
herself and carve a way of learning according to her predilections, and to be responsible 
for her actions and words.
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Question number 3: In what way are these changes reflected in the child’s behaviour at 
home and outside the home?

Answer: My daughter has become the ideal daughter that any mother could ask for. 
She is responsible, independent, polite, well behaved, asks, enquires, makes judgments, 
evaluates them and selects for herself the most suitable response.

Question number 4: How is this child different from the other siblings with respect to her 
behaviour in playing, her relationship with you and her willingness to read or participate 
in other learning?

Answer: Her behaviour is characterized by the time that she invests in a game that she is 
playing, diligently trying to reach the goal of the game, and also in the way that she relates 
to the game. In terms of her relationship with us, I am very pleased with level of concern 
and care she gives us. I am satisfied by how she feels for me, her father and brothers. She 
is a girl that every family wishes to have as a daughter.

Her participation in her studies comes from questioning and interest. If there is something 
bothering her, she asks and begins to gather knowledge and information about the topic 
from a variety of sources. She begins to research the knowledge and compares it with 
what she sees and experiences. She enjoys reaching conclusions and results.

Question number 5: What did you experience when your daughter was in kindergarten? 
How did it affect you? How has it affected your behaviour towards her?

Answer: It is enough that I have learned how to relate to my daughter, to educate her, to 
teach her, to be a mediator rather than being responsible for all her actions. I have taught 
her how to achieve independence and imposed on her the responsibility for her actions 
and speech. Today I am very pleased with the behaviour of my daughter and myself, 
feeling happy with myself and with the results I receive from my daughter.

Question number 6: Does the child ask questions and offer answers in the family 
environment and beyond it? Give an example.

Answer: Asking questions is a prominent characteristic of her personality, she constantly 
asks questions, and allows no time for resting from asking. Everything stimulates her to ask 
about the topic. If somebody asks about something that interests her, you will not believe 
how she starts giving answers and to look for information and to ask more questions and 
to interact with him. For example, when you taught them about the silkworm, the subject 
really interested her. Once we were at my parents and there were two older men there, my 
father raised a question about the subject of the worm because he wanted my daughter 
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to lead the meeting with his friends in order to be proud of her. The way she began to 
talk about the subject, the way she started asking them all sorts of questions about the 
strawberry bush, which is the most favourite bush of the worm, and about the worm itself! 
She began comparing this worm to other types of worms, all from the knowledge she has 
acquired about them. The truth is I welcome her participation in the discussions.

Question number 7: In what way does your child try to solve social problems with her 
friends or relatives? Has there been any change? Give an example.

Answer: If someone asks her a question she responds with a question. She has patience, 
and a high level of attention and concentration, is relaxed, observes and thinks and only 
then does she respond. She always explains how she used to have difficulties but today is 
very developed. Take for instance this example: we were once at friends, where she met 
older people who discussed the problem of plant growth. She listened and watched them 
the entire time and concentrated trying to understand them. When she saw it was that the 
time came to be involved, she immediately joined the discussion and said, “In order for a 
plant to germinate properly you must give it soil rich with nutrients, water, light and air.” 
Everyone was interested in questioning her further.

Question number 8: Does she understand and relate to your feelings? Give an example.

Answer: I cannot begin to tell you how satisfied I am with her emotions and attitude
towards me.

Question number 9: Does she understand and relate to the feelings of others? Give an 
example. 

Answer: The feelings of others are a very important matter to her. She always wants 
everybody to be satisfied and proud of her. For example, she always asks, “Are you happy 
with me; is what I am doing good? Does it bother you?”

Question number 10: What are the tools and skills the child acquired in the kindergarten 
to develop self learning on her own?

Answer: The degree of listening, independence, responsibility, her will to investigate and 
ask questions, to challenge and the internal motivation to lead.

Question number 11: What do you think motivates the child to self-learning?

Answer: The degree of intrinsic motivation that she has, the degree of readiness to initiate 
and lead, the matter of challenge and continued interest, the level of interest in the topic 
and if she likes the topic or not.
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Question number 12: How do you see your daughter as a teenager?

Answer: I expect her to lead new projects and to initiate topics that promote issues in the 
society and environment in which we live. I see in her a special person who cares about 
people and the environment, and as a concerned person, with the ability to influence 
others and to lead to any goal that she thinks about.

Question number 13: What do you expect her to be at this level?

Answer: Listen, I really believe that everything that you give and develop in a child when 
they are small bears fruit when they get older. The base is childhood, just as the house, 
if you build a strong infrastructure it will be strong, so too, in my opinion, it is with a 
child. Another thing you should know, my child in this kindergarten strengthened her 
personality and her self-confidence. I never would have believed that she would come 
to such a state that she is in today. I must also tell you that I never expected my daughter 
to start a conversation with me and raise questions. The truth is I am so surprised by the 
change I see today with my daughter.

2.6 Interview number 6 Parent of Child XXXXXX

Question number 1: What can you tell me about the changes in the achievements of the 
child at the end of the year?

Answer: The achievements of the child at the end of the year led me believe in giving 
equal opportunities and chances to each child according to his ability and understanding, 
by encouraging, strengthening the “strong” areas of the child and developing the weak 
areas as much as possible, individually to each child. Personal attention and a lot of 
warmth, love and personal example will increase in each child the natural curiosity and 
the desire to learn and to think critically, and will promote him as a secure good person, 
for his benefit and the benefit of the environment. I am proud of him and happy that he is 
comfortable speaking in front of others. This I did not expect of him. Today he does not 
stop asking questions, compared to what used to be when I had to beg him to say a word 
to my friends.

Question number 2: In your opinion, what change has he undergone in order to reach this 
stage.

Answer: The change began with you in the kindergarten. He felt your love and therefore 
he constantly wants you to be pleased with him. This is what drives him to do everything 
without fear or hesitation. You encouraged and trained him, you looked at him as a special 
child and expected a lot from him, therefore, he did not want to disappoint you. My dear, 
everything was in your hands and you were the one who brought out his potential along 
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with me and his father.

Question number 3: In what way are these changes reflected in the child’s behaviour at 
home and outside the home?

Answer: I told you that he was crying all the time and wanted me to do everything for 
him, and nevertheless he was not satisfied. That is all different today. He does everything 
so that I should be pleased with him, encourage him to really feel proud of him in front of 
others. Listen, for example, if he does not behave well at home I tell him, “If you do not 
listen to me, I will pick up the phone right now and call your teacher.” He immediately 
approaches me and asks me not to do it. In my opinion, he does not want the picture that 
you have of him should become distorted. He loves you.

Question Number 4: How is this child different from his brothers with respect to his 
behaviour in playing, his relationship with you and his willingness to read or participate 
in other learning?

Answer: His behaviour is rather that of an adult than a four year old.. He communicates 
well with others and even with new people he has never met before. He has no difficulty 
with immediate communication with strangers; he flows. With respect to games he is 
very interested in pedagogical games, and spends time until he finishes. Any new game 
presents a challenge to him. With respect to reading, he does not agree to go to his room 
to sleep before I, or his father, have read a story to him. He very much likes to read stories 
and is very interested in them.

Question number 5: What did you experience when your son was in kindergarten? How 
does it affect you? How has it affected your behaviour towards him?

Answer: Shaping my son’s personality was an excellent experience for me, how to reward 
him, how to encourage him, to promote him and how to continue your learning style 
at home with him. It was very interesting. It made me a more specialized mother and 
knowledgeable in matters of children’s education.

Question number 6: Does the child ask questions and offer answers to the family 
environment and beyond it? Give an example.

Answer: From the point of view of asking questions he does not stop or give up. He 
constantly asks and asks. No matter where he is, whether at home or with friends or 
relatives, it does not matter to him, as long as he gets a satisfactory answer. Take for 
example, if someone comes to visit us at home along with him a boy his age, you will not 
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believe some of the questions he asks and enquires about. “What is your name? What is 
the meaning of your name? Who chose the name?” He really does a whole investigation.

Question number 7: In what way does your child try to solve social problems with his 
friends or his relatives? Has there been any change? Give an example.

Answer: The way to characterize him is through his dialogue. Take for example, when he 
once went to his friend to play, when suddenly a piece of the game broke in the hand of 
the other boy. He looked at the boy and said, “Had you held the game properly, you would 
not have broken it, but you were pushy and wanted to finish before me. Believe me, that is 
not how to play games. The main thing is to be relaxed, calm, to observe and concentrate 
so that game becomes more interesting. Do you understand me?”

Question number 8: Does he understand and relate to your feelings? Give an example.

Answer: He is very sensitive, capable of great emotional recognition and immediately 
detects if I am happy or sad.

Question number 9: Does he understand and relate to the feelings of others? Give an 
example.

Answer: I told you that his feelings are very developed. For example, we were once sitting 
with my brother-in-law who works as a consultant. He began telling about someone who 
is chronically ill and cannot work and has no income. His wife is a housewife and they 
have two sons. My son listened to the story and when it was finished he turned to his 
father and said, “Father, do you know that in a week there is a holiday so let us give them 
money to purchase holiday clothes and celebrate like everyone else. Please father, do not
tell me no.”

Question number 10: What are the tools and skills the child acquired in the kindergarten 
to develop self learning on his own?

Answer: Sensitivity to others, understanding others and their needs, helping others, 
responsible for his actions, he consults, discusses, expresses opinions, conveys his thoughts 
and brings them to practice. He is attentive, concentrates, is interested and investigates, 
questions and responds and provides appropriate responses based on examination and 
investigation.

Question number 11: What do you think motivates the child to self-learning?

Answer: The encouragement and belief in his ability, his motivating inner drive, his 
burning flame to the desired direction and his love and appreciation. I have to be honest at 
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least to myself. My son, when he entered kindergarten was generally speaking terribly and 
knew absolutely nothing. Today, he is totally different; he talks, listens and is proactive. 
In the beginning he had none of these traits and I expected nothing from him because it 
was very difficult for him. When he began kindergarten, his speaking skills were not on 
par with his children of his age, whereas today I am very pleased with his progress and I 
am very proud of him, his kindergarten and kindergarten teacher, who is the basis of all 
that my son has gained.

Appendix 3 : Analysis of the lesson plans

I analysed the lesson plans which were implemented with preschool children in accordance 
with the conceptual framework derived from Bloom, De Bono, Piaget, Vjgotsky, Bruner 
and others (see Table 2 Synopsis 2).

Initally Bloomꞌs (1956), taxonomy of critical thinking skills was operationalized for 
kindergarten students 3 to 5 years of age. There are six levels in Bloomꞌs taxonomy 
requiring increasing levels of abstract thinking: knowledge, comprehension, application, 
analysis, synthesis and evaluation. In high school children and adults the acquisition of 
critical thinking skills was found to be transformative, to significantly improve scholastic 
achievement and to contribute to the school climate. The following schema was used to 
analyse the lesson plans used, for example, in about the story ‘Ward and the Spring of 
Water’:

Schema

Knowledge Students would be asked about the names of the storyꞌs heroes and events 
described in the story in their right order.
Comprehension Students are asked to describe and discuss the facts presented by the
story. Enlarging on the text using the bookꞌs illustrations, by comparing different sites 
mentioned in the book such as the differences between the heroꞌs house and the house of 
his grandparents, or that of his neighbours.
Application Students are asked to use what they have learned from the story and apply the 
newly gained knowledge to solve real problems they know about in their own household 
or problems they have heard about. They would illustrate and show the problems they 
have in mind and explain how their life would be improved if a solution would be found.
Analysis Students are asked to go beyond the facts presented by the story. They are asked 
to speculate about the motivation of the heroes, they are asked to investigate, infer and 
explain the actions of the storyꞌs characters.
Synthesis Students are asked to use existing facts from the stories the teacher reads to 
them and create (invent) a new story, change the ending or use their own name as they 
retell the story. Students are asked to draw the story, the houses the storyꞌs heroes live in, 
imagine details not mentioned in the story and more.
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Evaluation Students are asked to select and judge the actions of the storyꞌs heroes. They 
are asked to debate decisions reached by the heroes and recommend alternatives. Those 
listening to the debate would have to evaluate the debaters on a set of agreed criteria.
Lesson plans of this type have also developed tools for presenting an argument / subject 
and conducting of discussion. In addition they instilled a variety of social skills while 
developing an independently learning child who in the future will mature to become 
independent-minded and critical.

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


XXXIII

Appendix 3.1 : Lesson plan 1

Date:

Subject:

Grade Level: Kindergarten 03 - 05

CT Skill: Developing Students’ Critical Thinking Skills Through Asking Questions

 Goals/ Objectives

Body of Lesson: Opening Activities
Closing

 How will the learning be assessed?

State specifically the evidence found in your assessment of student work that documents successful progress toward 
your goals and the standards.

Analysis and Reflection 

Resources/Materials

Appendix 3.2 : Lesson plan 2

Date: Subject: Grade: Kindergarten 03 - 05

CT Skill: Developing Students’ Critical Thinking Skills Through Small Group Dialogue

Time Opening/Framing the Lesson/Introduction/Early Assessment

The Lesson Structure: Activities

Assessment

Homework

Analysis and Reflection

Resources/Materials
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Appendix 3.3 : Lesson plan 3

Date: Subject:

CT Skill: Developing Studentsꞌ Critical Thinking Skill by Reflecting on Similarities 
Between Heroꞌs Actions and Their Own.

Grade Level: Kindergarten 03 - 05

Goals:  Students will … 

Analysis and Reflection

Appendix 3.4 : Lesson plan (ꞌWard and the spring of water)

This lesson plan will give preschoolers opportunities to communicate with a thought-
provoking story, and develop critical comprehension and thinking skills that are theoretical 
knowledge- based from an article that discusses thinking strategies.

Acquisition of the reading ability and reading comprehension by the child is an ongoing 
process that lasts throughout his education process, a process that occurs in kindergarten, 
school, the formal education environment and the childꞌs natural environment.

The kindergarten teacher, is required to continue the childꞌs developmental process in 
an open and relaxed atmosphere, but at the same time take care that it remains within 
the framework of the kindergarten. In the educational atmosphere of the kindergarten, it 
would be allowed to ask anything, and why? because the kindergarten teacher believes 
that everything comes from someplace. Nothing comes from nothing. As the paper comes 
from the tree and glass comes from sand, so the answer comes from the question, and 
therefore, all the child needs to do is ask. In addition, it woud be permitted to discuss 
anything with the presentation of a valid and non-biased arguments, which would address 
the way in which critical thinking develops, as a reflective and considered thought process 
that focuses on the deciding of what to believe and why to act?!

The method facing developers of the methods of reading instruction and the common 
approaches within the education system is to make the process of teaching how to learn full 
of pleasure and motivation, because “a person learns what his heart desires.” Therefore, the 
acquisition of reading in kindergartens occurs simultaneously in two channels: Listening 
to the kindergarten teacher reading, Guided reading by the kindergarten teacher, and we 
can realize this by creating, playing, drawing, writing, listening and reading.

Furthermore and why listening to the kindergarten teacher reading is important? For
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several reasons. The kindergarten teacher wants to allow the children to have:

a pleasurable encounter with childrenꞌs literature, exposure to the language of books, 
development of anticipation, reaction and reference to content.

The Language of Reading:

The kindergarten teacher reads the story verbatim, she does not simplify it and does not 
replace dificult words.

The Goals: Nurturing and enriching the language of preschool children, developing 
good conversation strategies that encourage language development, cultivating literacy 
the framework of the kindergarten, highlighting the connection between the spoken and 
the written language, identifying the meaning of a text, whose content is familiar and 
whose language is the same as that of the children, participating in the reading, and casual 
learning of the cues of the written language.

The principles of operating the story: With the help of the kindergarten teacher, every 
child can always succeed, what that child doesnꞌt know yet, the kindergarten teacher 
completes. The kindergarten teacher will write down his ideas and thoughts because he 
canꞌt do it himself yet.

The identity of the story ‘

The name of the story: ‘Ward and the spring of water’The authorsꞌ names: Naif Farhat and 
Professor Michael Kreindler
The illustratorsꞌ name: Abd al-Salam Saba Publisher: Dar Alhoda
Editing: Ahmed Hamood

How to read: Reading will be divided into several sessions and each session will discuss 
a different matter, for example, the first meeting will be titled:

Familiarizing the children with the new story, a discussion of the terms of printing and 
enriching the vocabulary, concepts and sentences.

The kindergarten teacher shows the children the story, and asks what are the main parts? 
What number of main parts exist in the story? What information is available on the front 
cover? Listening to the answers, and continuing to ask what else? Displaying the image 
on the front cover.

At this point, the children are allowed to speculate as to the content of the story. According 
to the above chart:
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The relationship between the illustration and the text, a dialogue between the verbal 
statement and the illustration.

The contribution of illustrations in childrenꞌs literature: improved understanding of the 
text and a higher level of interest. The kindergarten teacher will emphasize the use of 
illustrations, because the illustration helps organize the thinking, organise the information, 
improve the understanding of who are the primary and secondary characters, and the 
understanding of the context of the narrative and the flow of the narrative. In addition, the 
illustration makes it easier for the child to reconstruct the story.

The questions asked about the front cover are:

What do we see on the cover? Whatꞌs in the drawing? How does the nearest lady we see on 
the cover feel? What is she doing? Where does she want to go? Does she have children? 
How many children does she have? What are their names? How old are they? How does the 
child by the XXX feel? What is he doing? What do you want to tell him? Would you like to 
help him? Why? How old does he look? How does the other woman feel? What is she doing? 
Who do you think is the hero of the story? How do we know who the hero of the story is? 
What do you think the story is about? Where does the story take place? In what place? How 
do you know? Where is the name of the author written? Where is the name of the illustrator? 
Where is the name of the story? This is a discussion that is largely speculative. Identifying 
and understanding the role and significance of the front cover. The name of the story will 
be read to the children by the kindergarten teacher, followed by another conversation where 
the children speculate about the plot based on the name because the title already contains a 
word that is unfamiliar to most children, the kindergarten teacher will take her time on the 
word “XXX”. First the kindergarten teacher will ask the children if they know its meaning. 
Who knows what the word “XXX” means? Where is it? Why do we use it? Can we find 
“XXX” in every village today? And where we can find it, close to home or away from it? 
The kindergarten teacher will produce a card with the word “XXX” written on it.

Organization mission

FriendshipFaithand Trust Shared Vission
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She will ask the children to listen, how many syllables in the word “XXX”? Letꞌs try 
together, and use body parts, (put both hands on our head - first syllable. And move both 
hands on to the shoulders, for example - second syllable). What melody does the word 
“XXX” have? Try to think of other words that begin with the same melody. Now, look 
at the letter-toolbar - where the letter “X”? And “X”? And “X”? Letꞌs count how many 
letters the word “XXX” has? Where is the number three on the numbers-toolbar? Who 
here has a three letters name? Letꞌs check.

The story will be read to children continuously, and then, the children will be asked again 
about the illustration on the front cover.

The woman, the child, the second woman, the XXX and the place. The meeting ends with 
the reading of the entire story and the repetition of the questions about the illustration on 
the front cover.

Meeting number 2 : a deeper understanding of the sequence of the plot and the content 
of the Story.

The kindergarten teacher will start the session by reading the entire story, and then there 
will be a discussion on questions that are mainly to understand the story, and what happens 
between the lines. That way we can activate the childrenꞌs background knowledge by 
encouraging and creating a discussion. When does the story take place? Where does the 
story takes place? Who were the human characters in the story? What happened to Razi, 
Wardꞌs father? What did the mother say to the father seeing him coming back and leaning 
on a cane? What did the boy say to the father seeing him coming back and leaning on a 
cane? Why do you think so? Where did you learn that? Do you agree with your friend? 
Why do you, and why donꞌt you? Letꞌs introduce the character of Razi the father? Who 
went with him to the XXX? What did he want to get there? What for? Why donꞌt they 
have a home water system like we have today? How long would it take Razi to go to the 
XXX and back? Where is the XXX? Why is it there and not closer? How do they fill the 
bucket with water? What does Ward look like? Does he look like his father or his mother? 
Is he different from them? Ward, father and mother, what is the name of the format they 
live in? (Family), introducing the concept of the family in front of our friends. How do 
you see your family? What do you feel about your family? Do you have brothers and 
sisters? How many? Do you have any pets? Why do you prefer this animal to the other? 
What is your favorite color? Why? Do you have any hobbies? What do you think came 
first, the story or the pictures? How long does it takes to create a book? Following these 
guidelines, every child will draw one of the characters from the story and with another 
reading of the entire story, the session is over.
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Meeting number 3 : Connecting the concepts of the story (together and alone) to the 
daily life of the children.

The kindergarten teacher will begin the meeting by reading the entire story, followed by a 
discussion with groups of children around questions about their daily lives, while connecting 
the events in the story to the feelings and the situations they encounter. In other words, the 
purpose of the meeting is to deepen their understanding of the plot and explain the difficult 
words in the story. The story will be read to the children, and during the reading thereꞌll be 
a discussion based on questions by the kindergarten teacher about the difficult words in the 
story and their meaning. Then we will focus on a block of words on each page. I will ask 
them to pick 4-5 words, choose one and add it to the wall. We use the same process we had 
with the word “XXX”. After reading the story, to find out whether the difficult words were 
understood. The kindergarten teacher will play a game with the children, miming and facial 
expressions where the children have to guess what concept other children are presenting 
with another reading of the entire story, the session is over.

Meeting Number 4 : Discussion of a problem emerging from the story

The kindergarten teacher will begin the meeting by a shared reading of a story. At this 
time, the children are able to be active participants in the reading of the story, by finishing 
the sentences. Reading lines according to the illustrations and attempts to remember 
what happens next in the story. Later, the kindergarten teacher will conduct a discussion 
focusing on identifying the problem. We have a problem. What is the problem? The 
discussion includes presenting the facts, and the feelings of the children, mediated by the 
kindergarten teacher. Until we reach a point where we are all able to define the problem.

What do we do about the problem? We begin to gather information about the problem. 
What happened to Razi? What happened to Ward? Are the people happy that the XXX 
is so far from the village? Where will water come from if there is no XXX? Are all the 
people in the village aware of the problem. Are they willing to come together and solve the 
problem? What possible solutions are there? The children will raise and present different 
solutions to the situation, with the kindergarten teacherꞌs guidance for selecting the most 
appropriate solution. They raise ideas, and with the kindergarten teacherꞌs guidance the 
children will reach the point where they decide which idea is best.

After they chose one idea, they try to plan and reach a point where they can implement 
and begin designing the solution.

How do we let everyone know? Through what? What are the tools and the means through 
which we can inform all the people in the village? What is the functional difference 
between how people used to tell one another things then and today? What progress do 
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we see in terms of technology? Dose this progress save time? How do we build it? What 
we need to build it? What is the number of people required for the construction of the 
planning? How do you get people to reach a situation in which everybody shares in the 
design of the solution. After building the design, we start evaluating the solution. What 
are its advantages? What are its disadvantages? If we did this and not that, what would 
happen? The children are asked to think about a situation in which they could reach a 
situation in which they evaluated the solution and the building of the design. How would 
you feel when you would have success? What would you add? What else do you want to 
develop? And again, with another reading of the entire story, the session is over.

Meeting number 5 : the children actively read the story themselves.

The final meeting will be devoted to the joint reading of the story, in which the kindergarten 
teacher encourages the children to tell the story themselves, by using informative 
questions and looking at the pictures. The children read the story by recording it on a 
tape. The kindergarten teacher will work with the children on the illustration in sequence, 
according to the events in the story. Talking about their feelings using sheets with faces 
stickers, dramatizing images of a problem, stimulating discussion on what to say when 
we fall down, or when we help each other. And how can we say why I am tired? Or I 
feel bad for you. The story has direct speech - Who says what? Name the character? For 
example: We have a big problem, what do we do? Raia We need water to drink, to prepare 
food, to do the dishes, what do we do? Raia Iꞌll take the bucket and go to the XXX alone. 
Ward Is there another use for water? Could we see the village in another way through the 
water? Ward What is the sequence of the narrative? Mentioned order of the charactersꞌ 
appearance? Child, mother, villagers.

On each page, weꞌll look for a word in the singular and a word in the plural. (village, 
father, mother, child, bucket, home, feet ...)

On each page, weꞌll look for a masculine word and a feminine word (live, has, taken,
gone, ran into, returned, fell, hit, hurt...)

What do you think about what happened in the story? What would you have done in 
Wardꞌs place? How would you act?

Create criteria for comparing the character and actions of the father and the character and 
actions of the son.

Compare our village today and the village in the story, refer to the water, the way they 
communicated their message.

What did you learn from this comparison?
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The kindergarten teacher will consult with the children about how to make a thank you 
note for the boy who helped the village.

Conclusion: I, as a kindergarten teacher, believe that detailed and systematic preparations 
for the purpose of study, can be helpful to all kindergarten teachers in the field, both 
to legitimize and approve of the activities theyꞌve been doing for years, and in order to 
emphasize the importance of systematic work with a group of children, that enables the 
detection of the capabilities of each child.

Monitoring the child’s progress and helping him/her advance further accordingly.

The child’s actions after hearing the story: Activities that develop fine and gross motor 
skills: Name of activity: making three-dimensional objects from papier-mache The activity 
focuses on developing: cognitive, movement and tactile skills The purpose of the activity: 
developing creative and imaginative abilities Acquired vocabulary: papier-mache, XTC 
Acrylics, small bucket, large, smaller than, larger than, wide, narrow, circular, square, 
rectangular. Materials and tos: papier-mache, tube, XTC Acrylics, paintbrush The process 
of the activity: The kindergarten teacher asks the group of children to sit around the clay 
table, and ask each child to plan the bucket that he wants to make. After the planning 
comes the construction phase, the child will begin to build his bucket, as he wishes to 
build it.

The kindergarten teacher will guide and help the child with where to put the bucket to dry, 
and then he can color it as he wants. At the end, all the buckets are presented, compared 
and sorted.
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Language development activities:
Name of activity: letꞌs expand our vocabulary

The activity focuses on developing: cognitive and language skills The purpose of the 
activity: The ability to link a word to an image Acquired vocabulary: a small bucket, a 
large bucket, a wide bucket, a narrow bucket, a bucket that is smaller than…, a bucket 
that is larger than…

Necessary tools and means: the kindergarten teacher will sit down with a group of six 
children. Put Q cards in front of them with different descriptions of a bucket - wide, 
narrow, large, small. Each child will have to match two Q cards - matched by word and 
image, not all the Q cards go together, and that is how the child can learn to recognize the 
shape of the image and the word.

Artistic creativity development activities:
Name of activity: a different kind of view

The activity focuses on developing: tactile, movement and cognitive skills
The purpose of the activity: the development of artistic feeling in kindergarten children, 
and the development of a talent for planning and implementation
Acquired vocabulary: planning, implementation, Styrofoam, glue, wool, cardboard, 
colors, imagination and see-shells
Necessary tools and means: polystyrene balls, glue, paints, cardboard, moving eyes, 
cellophane, crepe paper.

The process of the activity: The kindergarten teacher puts everything on the table and 
asks each child to choose the type of bucket. After selecting one, the child puts his choice 
in a basket.

Activities for the development of communication skills: Name of activity: self - 
expression The activity focuses on developing: tactile, social and cognitive skills
The purpose of the activity: the ability to communicate with self and express feelings
Acquired vocabulary: sad, happy, like, dislike, cry. Necessary tools and means:
Picture Q cards for the different bucket types. Each Q card has a face with a different 
facial expression, laughing, crying…

The process of the activity: The kindergarten teacher sits down with a group of children, 
puts the Q cards on the table and ask each child to choose a picture Afterwards, sheꞌll ask 
them individually, why did you choose this picture? Does this picture reminds you of 
something? What do you feel now?
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Activities for the development of social communication
Name of activity: presentation of the story ‘Ward and the spring of water’

The activity focuses on developing: emotional, physical, cognitive and social skills 
The purpose of the activity: the development of cooperation and mutual help Acquired 
vocabulary: waiting in line, play, success, cooperation, imitation, choice The process of 
the activity: The kindergarten teacher will explain the story to the group of children, and 
each child will choose a character to display, and each will get their turn, and they will 
practice to display their full turn in line.

Appendix 3.5 : Lesson plan (the puddle)

In order to expand the theoretical knowledge, we should read about de Bono’s Six Hats 
method. In this lesson plan I will use a blue hat, because it is the hat that symbolizes 
thinking about thinking. It’s used to examine the thought process and to analyze, plan, as 
well as reflect. Using the blue hat directed me to think about thinking, to examine thought 
processes critically, to control the thought process, to determine the questions that would 
lead to further thinking. The use of this hat calls for a halt in the discussion for purposes 
of clarification, and assessment both during the process, and after it’s over.

Introduction: It is worth noting that the word “puddle” and the words “playful mayhem”, 
both have the same root (in Hebrew). And since the kindergarten teacher must be youthful 
at heart, she will take the children outdoors, to meet the puddles. As the old adage goes, 
when do you know that you’ve gotten old? When you pass a puddle in your boots, but 
you don’t feel like floundering and splashing... because kids actually love to play in 
puddles.

This type of activity provides a sensory-motor experience for the children: they’ll walk 
through the puddles, walk around them and watch them closely.

The children will learn a variety of terms: deep/shallow, wide/narrow, clear/murky and 
so on. In addition, the children get to vent, by fooling around in the puddle. They need 
physical activity after rainy days, when they’ve been cooped up. But despite the playful 
mayhem, there should be boundaries - only in their winter boots, and only for a limited 
time. They will experience their own impact on the material - creating ripples in the 
puddle. They’ll experience creativity and get to know the terms of floating/sinking, by 
preparing little boats and sailing them. By returning to visit the puddle, the children will 
learn about continuity, changes and the causes of changes: Rainy days - the puddle grows; 
brighter days - the puddle shrinks.

The purpose of the activity: Getting to know the puddles, after the rain. An expansion 
of the subject “weather in the winter”. Encouraging the children to look at things from 
a higher perspective - what is the purpose of the moment? What is the plan for thinking 
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from here on? What’s next? Encouraging the children to be in control of their thought
process - to assess and to reflect.

Preparation for the activity: Informing the parents about the activity, so they can send 
their children in appropriate clothing and boots. And to also include spare clothing, 
including socks and slippers. 2-3 bottles or jars, a bottle of clean water, metal or plastic 
caps, pieces of cloth, pieces of wood and polystyrene plates, 2-3 sticks, 50-60 cm long, 
marked every 10 cm with a different color, in a waterproof marker

The activity

A preparation Talk: It’s been raining the past few days, raining a lot. Outside, the rain 
formed puddles. We will speak with the children about the puddles they encountered on 
their way. We will encourage them to talk and express themselves, by asking questions: 
What did you see? Did you play and stomp around in the puddles?

I’ll tell them that I’m planning on taking a walk to see puddles. Therefore, we’ll try to 
think together, how we should prepare for a walk through the puddles. The children and I 
will write the parents a letter. We’ll make boot-shaped cut-outs from paper, and write the 
letter to the parents on one side of the boot, and the children will decorate the other side. 
I’ll recommended they use watercolors, close to our topic.

During the activity: We reached a puddle, first we can fool around in it for a bit. 
Otherwise, why are we wearing boots?! Now, we’ll try to get to know the puddle. Let’s 
think together, is it deep or shallow? We’ll asked ourselves, how deep is it? We’ll show 
the children the marked sticks that we brought. And ask: why did I ask you to bring these 
marked sticks?

I’ll listen to them, and then explain to the children that we are going to measure the depth 
of the puddle with the sticks. Let’s guess, if I dip a marked stick, how high do you think 
the water would get? Let’s try, dip one of the sticks we brought in the puddle. See how 
high the water reached. And we’ll measure the depth of 1-2 other puddles. Which is the 
deepest?

The puddle - is it large or small, wide and narrow? How do we measure? I listened with 
interest, emphasizing that this is our goal now. Let’s hold our friends hands, and surround 
the puddle together. We’ll count - how many children does it take to form a circle around 
the puddle? Why are we here? Where are we standing? What we are trying to do now? 
What’s the next step? We’ll try the same thing again, around a nearby puddle. Does it take 
more children to surround this puddle, or less? You should write down the measurements 
depth and circumference. So we can compare them with measurements that we’ll take 
in our next visit to the puddles. What shape is the puddle? What does it looks like to us? 
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What does it remind us of? If I asked of you now to go back into the kindergarten and 
draw a puddle, what is the shape you would choose for your puddle? Why did you choose 
this shape and not another? We’ll look into the puddle. Is the water clean and clear, like 
the raindrops? Let’s look at why? We’ll fill one of the bottles we brought. We’ll compare 
the fresh water we brought from kindergarten to the water from the puddle. Which is 
murkier, the puddle water or the water brought from kindergarten? Which is mixed with 
the dust and the dirt, the puddle water or the water we brought from kindergarten? Let’s 
look at the surface of the puddle again. Do we see ourselves? Our friends? The high tree 
that’s on the sidewalk? What else do we see? And the image - it is as clear like the mirror 
we have at the kindergarten, or is it blurred? Why? We’ll focus on the puddle again. Is 
there movement, or is it still and calm? Can we make ripples in the puddle? How? Let’s 
try? We’ll throw a pebble into the puddle. What happened to the pebble? What happened 
to the water? We’ll follow the ripples - what happens to them? Take a look at the direction 
of the movement, is it expanding, moving away, vanishing? We’ll try again. This time 
with a larger rock. What’s changed? What else can we throw in? We’ll try to throw in a 
little leaf. What happened to it? Let’s look at the puddle and imagine that we have a little 
ocean. And we want to sail boats in it. What can we use? What tools we brought from 
home, can be turned into those boats? What tools would you like to try? We’ll look at how 
the bottle caps, the pieces of cloth, the empty plastic bottle, the wood or the polystyrene...
float? Can we sail boats made from stones, iron in the same way? If so, give reasons for 
that. And if not, why? (These materials are heavy and sink to the bottom of the puddle). 
Do we have a piece of paper or some old newspaper? Can we use that to make real boats 
by folding the paper? How? Let’s try? Maybe we can make a boat from natural materials? 
How? Let’s try? We’ll take two leaves - a big one and a small one. We’ll pierce the small 
leaf in the centre of the larger leaf. And we have a boat. Not just any boat - but a sailboat. 
What does that mean? Can someone explain it? Does anyone know any other types of 
boats? What are they? What characterizes our thinking? Was it was effective? What was 
successful about our way of thinking? How can we create more success? What were the 
difficulties? How can we address these difficulties? We really should revisit the puddle in 
4-5 days. Check - did it grow or shrink, perhaps it even disappeared? We’ll try to think 
together - why did these changes that we noticed in the puddle happen? What was the 
weather during these days - rainy or sunny? We can come back to kindergarten, we can 
read a book about puddles.

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


XLV

Appendix 4 : The portfolio of the child

This includes the child’s work according to their choice and consent to put their products 
in the kindergarten. In short he is involved in selecting the best product that he has and 
having it placed into his portfolio. In other words he is aware of the quality of the products 
and selects the best one among them.

I used portfolios to help me document the development of the kindergarten children 
once exposed to the critical thinking skills I taught. I planned to follow their individual 
development and their development as an age cohort.

A multi-sourced portfolio provides the opportunity to evaluate the development of a 
variety of learning processes. The data sources are learning outcomes that could be texts, 
photos, drawings, tracings and decoupage art.

A portfolio that is authentic includes learning outcomes that the child selected (self-
selected) and produced reflecting the skills learned during the programme.

A portfolio that is dynamic will be able to capture the childꞌs growth and change. Such 
a portfolio allows for learning outcomes to be added at any point in time during the 
duration of the programme.

An explicit portfolio invites participants to create their own criteria for evaluating learning 
outcomes so that they can take responsibility for developing the quality of their learning 
outcomes.

An integrated portfolio shows evidence of the transfer of skills from school to the home 
and community. The child needs to learn that the critical thinking skills that are learned in 
kindergarten can be applied in real life situations outside the kindergarten.

The portfolio assessment process requires that the child assume responsibility for the quality 
and management of the portfolio. The kindergarten children were told by me repeatedly that 
the portfolio was theirs to do with as they please. If they felt that a certain product was not as 
ꞌgoodꞌ as they wanted it to be they were free to produce one of better quality and substitute 
it for the piece they felt was not up to their quality standard. The transfer of responsibility is 
accompanied by reflection and self-evaluation, both meta-cognitive thinking skills.

The portfolio assessment process is multi-purposed in the sense that it evaluates the 
effectiveness of the programme at the same time it evaluates the growth and development 
processes the child experiences. The portfolio can be used as an effective communication 
tool between teachers and parents as the child moves from one grade to the next, or from 
one class to another. Portfolios were discussed with the parents frequently.

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=2996&m=db


XLVI

One type of learning outcomes for children aged 3 to 5 years that can be included in the 
portfolio is the drawing of the self, the drawing of the family, the drawing of a tree and the 
drawing of the home. These drawings were interpreted using the following assessment 
criteria: completeness of the drawing, position on the page, the distance between the 
figures in the family drawing, the complexity of the drawing (animals/ pets, birds, flowers, 
clouds, colors, etc…) and the narrative the child shared with me once the drawing was 
ready.

The portfolio made it relatively easy for me to demonstrate that the individual student or 
the age cohort had moved from a baseline level of performance through the achievement 
of particular goals and beyond.

When I contemplated the use of portfolios for assessing my children’s development during 
and following the acquisition of critical thinking skills I was aware that subjective judgments 
were often the unwarranted target of criticism by opponents of this type of assessment. On 
the other hand, in educational settings, teachers using portfolio assessment techniques often 
chose to compare notes with colleagues who independently rate the same portfolio.
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