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Abstract

Critical thinking is widely recognised as a central goal of contemporary education, yet it is often
pursued through the analysis of external material while the learner's own thinking remains
unexamined. This article argues that self-assessment and reflective writing are powerful and
complementary tools for developing critical thinkers precisely because they turn the analytical gaze
inward, prompting learners to evaluate their own reasoning, judgements, and learning. Drawing on
theories of reflection, metacognition, and self-regulated learning, the article clarifies how reflective
writing externalises and disciplines thought, and how self-assessment trains learners to apply criteria
and evidence to their own work. It synthesises research indicating that self-assessment supports self-
regulated learning and that reflective writing fosters metacognitive awareness, and it sets out practical
strategies—Ilearning journals, portfolios, guided reflective prompts, criteria and rubrics, and feedback
that prompts further reflection—for integrating these practices into instruction. The article also
considers the challenges of superficial compliance, assessment tensions, and the need for explicit
scaffolding, concluding that, used deliberately, self-assessment and reflective writing cultivate the
self-regulatory dispositions at the heart of critical thinking.
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Introduction

Educational systems increasingly identify critical thinking as a defining outcome of learning,
valuing graduates who can reason, evaluate evidence, and make warranted judgements. Much
instruction pursues this goal outwardly, asking learners to analyse texts, arguments, and data produced
by others. Less often does instruction ask learners to scrutinise their own thinking—to examine how
they reached a conclusion, where their reasoning might be weak, and how their learning could
improve. Yet this inward turn is arguably where critical thinking becomes a durable habit rather than
an isolated skill.

This article examines two practices that make the inward turn central: self-assessment and
reflective writing. Self-assessment asks learners to judge the quality of their own work against criteria;
reflective writing asks them to articulate, in their own words, what they did, why, and what they might
do differently. Both require learners to step back from immediate performance and to evaluate it
deliberately. The argument advanced here is that these practices are not merely techniques for
managing learning but tools for cultivating critical thinkers, because the self-evaluation and reasoning
they demand are the same dispositions and skills that critical thinking comprises. The discussion
situates the two practices within established theory, reviews evidence of their effects, and offers
strategies for their use, before considering the conditions under which they succeed.
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Conceptual Foundations

Critical thinking is commonly defined as reasonable, reflective thinking directed at deciding what
to believe or do, integrating cognitive skills such as analysis, evaluation, and inference with
dispositions such as open-mindedness and the habit of seeking reasons (Ennis, 2018; Halpern, 2014).
The Delphi consensus similarly characterises it as purposeful, self-regulatory judgement (Facione,
1990). The phrase self-regulatory is significant: critical thinking involves monitoring and correcting
one's own reasoning, an essentially metacognitive activity. Metacognition—knowledge and regulation
of one's own cognitive processes—was identified by Flavell (1979) as a distinct domain, and it
provides the bridge between critical thinking and the practices examined here.

Reflection has a long intellectual lineage. Dewey (1933) described reflective thought as the active,
persistent consideration of beliefs in light of the grounds that support them, distinguishing it sharply
from routine or impulsive thinking. Schon (1983) extended the idea to professional practice, showing
how skilled practitioners reflect both during and after action to make sense of uncertain situations.
Boud, Keogh, and Walker (1985) emphasised that experience becomes learning only when it is
deliberately processed through reflection, and Moon (2004) detailed how reflective activities deepen
understanding and support the construction of meaning. Self-assessment, in turn, is a core component
of self-regulated learning, the cyclical process in which learners set goals, monitor progress, and
evaluate outcomes in order to adjust subsequent effort (Zimmerman, 2002; Panadero, 2017).
Reflection and self-assessment thus converge on the same capacity that critical thinking requires: the
disciplined evaluation of one's own thought.

Reflective Writing as a Tool for Developing Critical Thinkers

Reflective writing develops critical thinking in several connected ways. First, the act of writing
externalises thought, making reasoning visible and therefore available for scrutiny. Because
articulating an idea in writing forces the writer to make implicit connections explicit, reflective writing
converts vague impressions into examinable claims, exposing gaps and assumptions that silent
reflection can leave hidden. Second, sustained reflective writing builds metacognitive awareness, as
learners come to notice patterns in how they learn and reason. Recent research links the cultivation of
metacognitive strategies directly to the development of critical thinking in higher education,
suggesting that practices fostering metacognition are well placed to strengthen critical thought (Rivas,
Saiz, & Ossa, 2022).

Reflective writing also encourages the dispositional side of critical thinking. When learners
regularly question their own interpretations, consider alternative explanations, and acknowledge
uncertainty in writing, they rehearse the open-mindedness and self-correction that define a critical
thinker (Halpern, 2014). Common vehicles include learning journals, response logs, and reflective
essays, in which learners describe an experience or task, analyse it, and draw conclusions for future
action. The value of these genres lies not in description for its own sake but in the movement from
reporting toward analysis and evaluation—the same trajectory that distinguishes critical from
uncritical thought. Reflection of this kind functions as a form of formative self-assessment, in which
learners use feedback and their own observations to make new sense of their work (Schon, 1983; Boud
et al., 1985).

Self-Assessment as a Tool for Developing Critical Thinkers

Self-assessment requires learners to apply explicit criteria and evidence to their own work,
judging its quality and identifying how it might be improved. This is itself an exercise in critical
thinking: the learner must analyse the work, evaluate it against standards, and infer what changes are
warranted. Andrade and Valtcheva (2009) describe self-assessment as a formative process through
which learners reflect on the quality of their work, judge the degree to which it meets stated goals, and
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revise accordingly, thereby promoting both learning and achievement. Crucially, well-designed self-
assessment is criteria-referenced rather than a vague impression of how one has done; the discipline of
applying criteria is what makes it a vehicle for reasoned evaluation.

A substantial body of research supports the value of self-assessment. Panadero, Jonsson, and
Botella (2017) synthesised multiple meta-analyses and found that self-assessment interventions had
positive effects on learners' self-regulated learning and self-efficacy, reinforcing the link between
evaluating one's own work and managing one's own learning. In a critical review of the field, Andrade
(2019) concluded that self-assessment is best understood not as a means of generating accurate grades
but as a formative process that enhances learning when learners use it to monitor and adjust their work.
These findings position self-assessment as a developmental tool: by repeatedly judging their own
performance against criteria, learners internalise standards and become more capable of independent
critical evaluation. This developmental function aligns with principles of good feedback practice,
which hold that effective formative assessment should help learners develop the capacity to monitor
and regulate their own learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006).

Integrating the Two Practices in Instruction

Self-assessment and reflective writing are most powerful when combined, since reflection
supplies the narrative reasoning that explains a judgement, while self-assessment supplies the criteria
that discipline it. Several strategies support their integration. Learning journals and portfolios provide
a structured, cumulative space in which learners reflect on their work over time and assess it against
goals; the portfolio, in particular, invites learners to select, justify, and evaluate their own progress,
turning assessment into an occasion for sustained reflection.

Guided reflective prompts raise the analytical level of reflection. Rather than inviting unfocused
commentary, prompts that ask learners to identify the reasoning behind a decision, to consider what
they would do differently, or to evaluate the evidence they relied upon push reflection toward genuine
critical analysis. Explicit criteria and rubrics make self-assessment meaningful, giving learners a
shared vocabulary for evaluating quality and externalising the standards they are learning to apply
(Andrade & Valtcheva, 2009). Sharing and discussing rubrics is itself instructive, as it teaches learners
what counts as strong reasoning. Finally, feedback should be designed to prompt further reflection
rather than to close it down: comments framed as questions, and feedback that returns responsibility to
the learner for the next revision, extend the self-regulatory cycle that both practices serve (Nicol &
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). Across all of these strategies, the aim is to make the evaluation of one's own
thinking a routine and expected part of learning.

Challenges and Considerations

Several conditions shape whether these practices fulfil their promise. The most common risk is
superficiality: reflective writing can decline into mere description or ritual compliance, and self-
assessment into inflated or arbitrary judgement, when learners have not been taught how to reflect or
evaluate. Both practices therefore require explicit scaffolding—modelling, guided practice, and the
gradual transfer of responsibility—so that learners acquire the criteria and the analytical moves the
practices demand. Without such support, the activities may occupy time without developing thought.

A second consideration is the tension between formative and summative purposes. The benefits
described here flow chiefly from formative use, in which self-assessment and reflection inform
improvement; when self-assessment is tied directly to grades, learners have an incentive to judge
generously rather than honestly, undermining its developmental value (Andrade, 2019; Panadero et al.,
2017). A third consideration is that honest reflection requires a degree of psychological safety, since
learners will not record genuine doubts or errors if doing so is penalised. Cultivating a classroom
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climate in which uncertainty and revision are valued is therefore part of the pedagogy, not incidental
to it.

Conclusion

Critical thinking is not only a way of examining the world but a way of examining one's own
examination of it. Self-assessment and reflective writing are valuable because they direct the learner's
critical attention inward, requiring the evaluation, reasoning, and self-correction that define a critical
thinker. Grounded in theories of reflection, metacognition, and self-regulated learning, and supported
by research linking self-assessment to self-regulation and metacognitive strategies to critical thinking,
the two practices are mutually reinforcing: reflection gives reasons, and self-assessment gives criteria.
Realised through learning journals, portfolios, guided prompts, rubrics, and reflection-prompting
feedback, and protected by explicit scaffolding and a formative orientation, they help learners become
not merely performers of tasks but evaluators of their own thinking—which is, finally, what it means
to develop critical thinkers.
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