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UUssiinngg  CCrriittiiccaall  TThhiinnkkiinngg  GGaammeess  ttoo  EEnnggaaggee  LLeeaarrnneerrss::  
JJoohhnn  CCooookk  

 
 
Overview  
John has taught a Critical Thinking course for many years. Several years ago he began to experience 
more disconnection and disengagement using traditional delivery methods. He also realized that 
unless students used critical thinking skills, they would not improve their ability to apply them. 

 
After reading articles on how students’ brains are formed and on how games 
enhance motivation for learning, John restructured his course. He began giving 
students more visual stimulus and used structured games/challenges to require 
application of course concepts. These games/challenges follow a variety of 
formats, but all of them are: 
(i) highly structured 
(ii) based on theories in the text 
(iii) completed in the 3 course hours 
(iv) part of the course evaluation. 
 
 

It is not uncommon to see John’s 
students…  

 …working collaboratively on task,  
 …engaging in reflective dialogue, and 
 …considering a variety of alternative 
perspectives and approaches related 
to a problem. 

 
Learning Outcomes 
Upon successful completion of critical 
thinking games students demonstrate 
the ability to: 

 Apply critical thinking theories in 
ways that are fun and engaging 

 Work collaboratively to solve a 
variety of authentic critical 
thinking challenges 

 
***************************************************************** 

Description of the Practice 
 
(A) Preparation/Pre-teaching 
 
The course text introduces concepts and sets out processes for various aspects of critical thinking. 
Each week John teaches a different aspect of critical thinking (i.e. solving problems, drawing 
inferences, constructing arguments, reasoning critically, etc.). In each 3 hour class, John has a 
general structure that includes engagement activities, critical thinking structures and a critical 
thinking game/challenge. 
 
Part 1: Engagement Activities  
These fun activities get students warmed up to the weekly concepts. Students 
respond to a variety of stimuli (pictures, video clips, concrete items, self-
assessments, experiences, events, etc.) and try to determine connections, omissions, 
mistakes, alternatives, differences and similarities, causes and effects, etc.  
 

What else is in 
this picture 

besides coffee 

Why Games Engage Us 
Games are a form of fun. That gives us enjoyment and pleasure. 
Games are form of play. That gives us intense and passionate 

involvement. 
Games have rules. That gives us structure. 
Games have goals. That gives us motivation. 
Games are interactive. That gives us doing. 
Games have outcomes and feedback. That gives us learning. 
Games are adaptive. That gives us flow. 
Games have win states. That gives us ego gratification. 
Games have conflict/competition/challenge/opposition.  

That gives us adrenaline. 
Games have problem solving. That sparks our creativity. 
Games have interaction. That gives us social groups. 
Games have representation and story. That gives us emotion. 
(From Prensky, M. (2001). Digital Game-Based Learning. McGraw-Hill) 
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Part 2: Critical Thinking Process 
Next, John presents the critical thinking process for the week based on the textbook information.  He 
tries to connect concepts to students’ experiences. Each semester John finds that he spends less 
time of this part and allows more time for the game/challenge.  
 
Part 3: Critical Thinking Game / Challenge 
Finally, students work in groups to apply specified concepts and defined processes to a challenge. 
They must document their thinking and present a clear and cohesive report (either in writing or to 
the class). The group reports are evaluated each week and make up 50% of the term mark. 
 
(B) Logistics – Engagement Activities 
 
Based on his research, John uses a variety of stimulus, followed by a discussion to uncover 
assumptions, flawed thinking, etc. Some sample activities are described below: 
 
1. Considering the Concept of “Reality” – Optical Illusions 
For samples of illusions (and delusions) John uses, visit the links below (Retrieved May 2007): 
(i) Sandlot Science 
http://www.sandlotscience.com/Illusion_Jump_Main/Master_Jump.htm   
(ii) Watizzits? 
http://puzzles.about.com/od/opticalillusions/ig/Watizzits-/index.htm  
(iii) Optical Illusions and Visual Phenomenon http://www.michaelbach.de/ot/  
After solving the illusions, John engages students in discussing questions such as: 

 How do you know what’s real and what’s not real? 
 Why is it important not to make snap decisions? To take time to evaluate? To really “look” at 

something before drawing a conclusion? 
 What happens when we take time to stop and reflect? What happens when we don’t? 

 
2. Letting Go of Assumptions – Balloon Shish Kabobs 
In this activity, John presents students with balloons and kabob skewers. They are 
challenged to put the skewer through an inflated balloon. Of course most can’t and 
many give up quickly, but John continues to challenge them by telling them that the 
record is 22 skewers through a single balloon. When someone finally gets it, the 
lights go on and the feeling of pride is immense. They solved a problem that at first 
seemed unachievable by letting go of their assumptions about balloons.  
A discussion ensues, using questions such as: 

 What prevented you from solving the problem? 
 What beliefs were you holding on to?  
 What other beliefs might you be holding on to in life that prevent you from moving forward in 

problem solving/critical thinking? 
For more challenges and conundrums that require “thinking outside the box” visit these websites: 
1. Easy Science Experiments - http://www.stevespanglerscience.com/experiments/all  
2. Conundrums - http://www.abc.net.au/science/surfingscientist/teachstuff/conundrums/  
  
3. Drawing Connections  
In this activity, students try to figure out the connection between four seemingly 
isolated items (Bisquick, Maalox, Deodorant, and a frying pan). Since there is no 
obvious connection, students have to go past the superficial and most obvious 
information about the items. There is of course an important connection, but 
you’ll have to talk to John to find out what it is.  
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Logistics - Games / Challenges 
Students work in groups to complete the weekly challenge. Some sample challenges are described 
below. Each week’s challenge is marked out of 5 marks, and is assessed on the following: 
(i) Group collaboration and individual contribution to the end product 
(ii) Reasoning using the prescribed concepts and processes 
(iii) Originality of thought 
(iv) Logic and connections 
 
1. Letter to the Editor – Constructing Arguments 
Students select a newspaper article that evokes an emotional response. Students discuss their 
responses using guiding questions, and then collaboratively compose a summary of and a response 
to the article.  
The challenge is to see if the sent letter gets printed or gets a reply. The written response is 
evaluated on the cohesiveness and persuasiveness of the argument. 
 
2. Plato’s Cave – Perceiving, Believing, Knowing 
Plato’s allegory of the Cave had a direct influence on the Matrix, which allows John to use this 
philosophical piece in a way that is relevant to students. 
(http://www.geocities.com/larkspur10/neo/matrixplatoscave.html) Students use guiding questions 
to discuss various philosophical concepts explored in Plato’s allegory (and the Matrix) –  

 What is reality? 
 Where do our perceptions of reality come from? 
 Who decides what is “real”? 
 Why can it be disturbing to be exposed to the “truth”? 

The challenge is to journey from “the dark depths of ignorance toward the illumination of 
understanding and enlightenment” and identify aspects of that journey and important questions 
related to the journey (i.e. Who controls it? What is its purpose? Where does it lead?) 
 
3. Going to the Arctic – Decision-Making Rationale 
A short video clip of a bush plane landing on a frozen artic lake in winter introduces this challenge. 
John then brings out a box full of empty fluid containers (i.e. water, V8 juice, milk, pop, beer, tang, 
condensed milk, Gatorade, etc.) and encourages students to examine each of the containers and to 
read the detailed “contents”. Students are told that they are being flown up to a frozen lake in the 
arctic and will be staying with a group of approximately 5 people for 3 months. There is a log cabin 
there with a wood stove, cooking utensils, and enough food to live. Unfortunately, because of bad 
weather, the 3 months supply of drinking fluids was delayed and has to be re-ordered. 
The challenge is for the group to decide which one (and only one) of the several fluid choices 
pulled from the wooden box, they will order for the next 3 months. Each group must present their 
choice and their selection rationale to the rest of the class. It’s always interesting and insightful to 
see how varied the first choices are for each of the groups.  
 
(C) Structuring for Success 
 
Students need clear structure for any type of assignment, and especially for group assignments. 
Some structural elements that have improved performance outcomes and have increased 
engagement include the following: 
(i) Generic Rubric – At the beginning of the semester, students are presented with a rubric that is 
used to evaluate all of their assignments. As mentioned earlier, the categories of this rubric include: 
collaboration, reasoning, originality, and connections 
(ii) Individual Accountability – Either through observation or submission of individual 
worksheets, students are held individually accountable for their contributions to the group product 
(iii) Relevant and Engaging Tasks – Developing relevant and engaging “challenge” tasks is an 
ongoing process. As a teacher, you need to observe students and interact with them to determine 
what could be done to improve things for the next time. 
(iv) Fun – The engagement activities inject fun into the class and help to build interest in the course 
concepts. They are essential for getting students warmed up and moving them into the in-depth 
critical thinking exercises.  
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(D) Evaluation 
 
Over the course of the term, there are 10 challenge/game assignments, each worth 5 marks. 
Students must write them up and hand them in during class time. Students work in groups of 4 or 5. 
Active participation of all group members is part of the evaluation. 
 
Nail on the Head Award 
Recently John has begun handing out “nail on the head” awards. This is the highest award in 
the class and recognizes outstanding effort on a particular challenge. When students achieve 
this award, John tapes a small finishing nail to students’ paper before handing it back. He is 
amazed at how excited students are when they receive this “award”. 
 

**************************************************************************** 
Learning Impact 
 
1. Active participation – As mentioned in the introduction, John’s students are actively engaged in 
learning tasks whenever you walk by his classroom. 
2. Critical thinking – When things are presented as games or challenges, students seem to be 
more willing to put in the effort required for critical thinking. 
3. Immediate feedback – Groups present their solutions/outcomes to the class and receive 
immediate feedback regarding their thinking and conclusions. Linking feedback closely in time to 
student effort engages students in learning.  
 

**************************************************************************** 
 
Tips for Practitioners 
 
Over the years John finds that he gives more marks and more time to the in-class assessments, 
raising the bar of his expectations and giving students the “space” – thinking space, time, 
environment, resources they need to effectively engage in critical thinking. 
 

For more Information on this practice, contact John Cook. 


