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The purpose of this thesis was to examine critical thinking and how the development of a 

child’s critical thinking skills can be supported in early childhood. The theoretical framework 

in this thesis consists of early childhood education in Finland, critical thinking from 

philosophical point of view and theories of child’s cognitive development.  

Data collection in this thesis was done by using literature review. The aim was to answer the 

following research questions: How is it possible to support the development of critical think-

ing skills amongst children within the age of 0-6 and which methods adapted to early child-

hood education support the development of critical thinking? Data collection was conducted 

by searching Ebook central, EBSCOhost combined, Finna, Google scholar, Sciencedirect 

(Elseviewer) and Proquest central. An adequate amount of suitable literature material was 

available. Finally, five suitable studies were chosen for analysis. 

 

The literature review data was analyzed using content analysis. This method helped explore 

the concepts and gain more in-depth understanding of critical thinking, especially how its 

development can be supported and highlight why it is important to do so in early childhood.  

The main findings demonstrated that critical thinking is formed by a set of skills and 

attributes which can be developed already early in life. Early childhood educators have an 

important role with choosing the most suitable methods and maintaining an environment 

which fosters the development of critical thinking.  

This literature review is suitable for anyone working in the field of early childhood or to 

caregivers interested in development of critical thinking. 

Keywords: Critical thinking, Early Childhood Education 
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1 Introduction  

 

In today's world where we keep getting hit with different kinds of information in various plat-

forms, it is not unusual to keep finding ourselves thinking more and more about how to pick 

out accurate information from a sea of non-fact-based information or bias opinions. There are 

many patterns in our living habits which should be re-evaluated, changed, or leave in the past 

entirely. It is easier said than done. For human nature, change seems scary. The uncertainty 

of not knowing the outcome makes us want to stick with old habits (Razzetti 2018). Here lays 

one of the reasons for difficulties in seeing the flaws in our doings and changing our behavior; 

This would mean a change needs to happen.  

  

With all more reason, we must pay attention to our critical thinking skills. If we all were effi-

cient critical thinkers, we would have the skill to evaluate our learned daily patterns or infor-

mation given to us. Thinking critically, we are able to get to clearer fact-based conclusions on 

what we believe and make connection to where our values lay. Mastering a skill to think and 

evaluate information is not the only thing needed for us to change our ways, but it sure is an 

efficient way to start.  

  

Children are like sponges, collecting a huge amount of information every day. There is no 

time like early childhood, where human would be developing socially, physically and men-

tally in such a fast pace (Koivula, Siippainen & Eerola-Pennanen 2017). This tells us that mas-

tering various skills is what comes naturally to children. If we pay attention to teaching about 

criticality through education, children will develop a good basis to make connections and 

evaluate information on their own. A basis for the curricula in early childhood education and 

care is found in National core curriculum for early childhood education and care (2018). It 

is issued by the Finnish National Agency for Education. This document is used to prepare and 

develop local curricula, containing aims for education and pedagogical framework to support 

the planning and implementation of early childhood education.   

 

Critical thinking skills are highlighted as a thinking and learning skill which should be sup-

ported by early childhood educators. Gathering information, structuring, and creating some-

thing new are seen as things which require creative thinking, as well as critical thinking. 

Child’s mind and learning is seen to develop by varied and meaningful experiences. Through 

education and care, children are guided to form their own opinions, evaluate dominating 

thinking patterns and act in ethically sustainable matter (Varhaiskasvatussuunnitelman perus-

teet 2018, 23-24.)  

 

In this thesis, I am going to be examining methods used in early childhood education in 



  7 

 

 

regards of developing critical thinking. The purpose is to use a literature review to find and 

analyze various efficient methods in early childhood education which support child’s critical 

thinking skills. Firstly, I will explain the key concepts, and introduce the theoretical frame-

work of early childhood education, critical thinking and developmental psychology. Secondly, 

I will explain the method used and introduce my research questions. Lastly, I will gather the 

results and conclude my findings and thoughts. 

2 Theoretical framework 

In this chapter I will explain the key concepts from the research questions. I have studied the 

needed theoretical material and will now explain the concept of early childhood education 

and which regulations guide the early childhood education in Finland. Since my research will 

be focused on early childhood education, it is important for me to have a broad understand-

ing on it. Secondly, I will introduce theory on critical thinking and go more in-depth to the 

well-known theory by Harvey Siegel. This theory base will help to understand and ana-

lyze how various methods used in early childhood education affect the development of criti-

cal thinking. Lastly, I will go introduce theory on cognitive development to deepen the under-

standing on how child is believed to learn and develop. This will give me the ability to exam-

ine the literature review data later with a more comprehensive understanding of child’s de-

velopment. All the theories which I will introduce have been chosen based on their influence 

on Finnish early childhood education or education field in general. 

 

2.1 Early Childhood Education 

In this thesis, I will be focusing on early childhood education in Finland. To be able to answer 

my research questions, it is crucial to understand the concept of early childhood education 

and which regulations guide it. I will firstly introduce the formation of early childhood educa-

tion and then move on to introducing the National core curriculum for early childhood educa-

tion and care. 

 

2.1.1 From “daycare” to early childhood education  

Early childhood education in Finland today is widely spoken but still a rather new con-

cept, and it might not be a clear one for all. The journey for early childhood education in Fin-

land has been a long development process, which has been affected by various changes in our 

society. The early stages can be traced back to time after wars when building our new society 

began. Many changes affected our societal patterns once the formation of welfare state 

started. People began to move to cities and the employment of women grew drastically. 
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Since it started to be more common for both parents to be working, a daycare system was de-

veloped. A new law to guide daycare system was placed; Act for children’s daycare 36/1973 

(Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö 2014.) Just like the name itself refers to, the daycare law was 

mainly thought to be a support for the working parents, rather than support for the children’s 

development. After the change to early childhood education (ECEC) we have moved 

away from the concept of daycare (Hoivanet 2021.)  

With the support of various studies, it has been showed that importance of ECEC is obvi-

ous. Changes have had to be made, to make sure we are putting children’s needs first. Focus-

ing on early childhood educators and their high-quality training has been a change prompted 

by the new act on early childhood education (540/2018). By this, trustworthy, competent ed-

ucators with a pedagogical knowledge and the skills to support children are ensured (Opetus- 

ja kulttuuriministeriö 2018.)   

Instead of just caretaking, ECEC consists of three elements: Educating child on val-

ues and norms, teaching basic skills as well as taking care of child’s basic needs.   

Early childhood education is systematically planned and depending on child’s age, these three 

elements are altered to form a comprehensive plan to respond child’s needs. A big part of 

a one-year-old child’s plan consists of care taking, whereas a six-year-old child’s plan is 

more emphasized on education. Still, all these elements are important in early childhood, 

even though education is not emphasized with a one-year-old, this element should not be dis-

regarded (Hoivanet 2021.)  

Early childhood covers the ages from 0 to 6 and every child has the right to receive early 

childhood education. However, child’s guardians make the decision, if and which form of 

ECEC their child receives. ECEC can be received in kindergarten, family daycare or as an open 

early childhood education activity. ECEC means a systematic and goal-oriented combination 

of education and care, highlighting pedagogy. Child’s needs for support will be evaluated 

and co-operation between professionals from various fields is used to organize the needed 

support (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö 2018.)  

Early childhood education forms a big part of Finnish schooling system and is guided by Na-

tional core curriculum for early childhood education and care. It is a national regulation is-

sued by the Finnish national agency. The main goal for this regulation is to guaran-

tee a more equal basis for all the children and also act as a supporting system for the guardi-

ans. National core curriculum for early childhood education and care is developed on the ba-

sis of the new act on early childhood education, which sets goals and provides the 

knowledge on children’s right for early childhood education (Varhaiskasvatussuunnitelma pe-

rusteet 2018, 7.)  
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2.1.2 National core curriculum for early childhood education and care 

National core curriculum for early childhood education and care (National core curriculum for 

ECEC) is a three-level structure which is a formation of the national core curriculum for 

ECEC united with the local curricula for ECEC and child’s individual ECEC and care plans. Or-

ganizations in early childhood education are guided by National core curriculum for ECEC, and 

both organizations and National core curriculum for ECEC are guided by the following: 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Guides for organizations and National core curriculum for ECEC (Based on National 

core curriculum for early childhood education and care 2018.) 

 

National core curriculum for ECEC is a comprehensive guideline for early childhood education, 

holding in the mission and general goals, the development of the operational culture and the 

principles guiding it, the framework for pedagogical activity and principles which guide the 

provision of support. The general goals are to promote and support child’s development and 

well-being, provide equal and versatile pedagogical environment and activities and ensure 

child’s and the child’s guardians participation. ECEC is thought to form a foundation for the 

child’s learning and development in the future. Child is the primary consideration, and the 
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guidelines are built around that (National core curriculum for early childhood education and 

care 2018.) 

National core curriculum is a baseline for creating the local curricula and child’s individual 

ECEC plan. Local curricula’s development is mandatory. Curricula guides the organizations in 

early childhood education in local level. Special needs locally should be taken in considera-

tion when forming the local curricula, as well as participation opportunity for child, child’s 

guardians, and personnel of ECEC. Individual plan is prepared for each child, and it is based 

on child’s individual needs (National core curriculum for early childhood education and 

care 2018.) 

 

National core curriculum for ECEC (2018) names the following as the five interconnected 

transversal competence areas: 

• Thinking and learning 

• Cultural competence, interaction, and self-expression 

• Taking care of oneself and managing daily life 

• Multiliteracy and competence in information and communication technology 

• Participation and involvement 

Transversal competences start to develop in early childhood and keep growing throughout 

life. Knowledge and skills are a part of these competences and they’re guided by child’s 

formed values and attitude, and will to take action. To strengthen child’s competences, ped-

agogical activities are needed. A guiding framework has been provided in National core cur-

riculum for ECEC (2018) for the planning and implementation of pedagogical activity:  
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Figure 2 The framework for pedagogical activity (Based on Varhaiskasvatussuunnitelman pe-

rusteet (2018), adapted from Hyvinkää’s curriculum for early childhood education and care 

2019, 18) 

The framework is a holistic approach, which ties together the transversal competences, learn-

ing areas, underlying values, conception of learning and holds the child as an active and capa-

ble learner, keeping the child’s interests and needs in a high value. The framework supports 

goal-oriented pedagogical activities (National core curriculum for early childhood education 

and care 2018.) 

 

2.2 Critical Thinking  

 

The next concept I will introduce is critical thinking. Like mentioned in the introduction of 

this thesis, critical thinking skills should be supported by early childhood educators according 

to the national core curriculum of ECEC. Children should be encouraged to ask questions and 

question the answers they are given. According to the national core curriculum of ECEC 
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interaction with others and interaction with the environment forms the foundation for a child 

to develop thinking skills. Media criticality is also raised to be an important skill to learn, and 

the accuracy of things found online should be discussed with the child (Varhaiskasvatussuun-

nitelman perusteet 2018, 23-45.) In order to gain a deeper understanding of critical thinking, 

I will introduce some of the well-known theories. Critical thinking and its development can be 

viewed in the eyes of philosophers or psychologists (Lewis & Smith, 1993). In this chapter, I 

will cover critical thinking from the philosopher point of view. I will briefly explain the ori-

gins, and then move on to introduce Harvey Siegel’s ideology of critical thinking more in 

depth.  

2.2.1 Critical thinking in philosophers’ eyes 

 

Critical thinking and criticality may have a negative ring to it, but it surely is not done in neg-

ative intentions. According to McKean (2015, 451) critical thinking origins can be traced back 

to early Greek philosophy and language. The word critical comes from a word “kritikos” and 

the definition of criticality is strongly attached to ideology of reasoning and making good 

judgements (Beyer 1995; Lipman 1991). Psychologist, philosopher, and the father of modern-

day critical thinking John Dewey defines critical thinking as following: “Active, persistent, 

careful consideration of a belief or supposed form of knowledge in light of the grounds that 

support it and the further conclusions to which it tends” (Dewey 1933). This quote refers to 

critical thinking as a tool to explore and explain one's beliefs by leaning on facts. Critical 

thinking is seen as an asset and important developing target in the education field. However, 

there are mixed opinions amongst educators on the definition and development of critical 

thinking (Horvath & Forte 2011.)  

To form an understanding of varying views, critical thinking can be looked through five well-

known philosophers’ eyes and their ideology: Robert Ennis, Richard Paul, John McPeck, Har-

vey Siegel and Jane Roland Martin. There are some differences in the discussion about criti-

cality and what makes an efficient critical thinker. Some ideas suggest that the most im-

portant way to look at critical thinking is seeing criticality as a skill, which should be learned 

and developed. Some on the other hand emphasize criticality as a character trait or just 

knowledge on particular topic. Amongst these philosophers Ennis and Paul gravitate towards 

skills for critical reasoning, McPeck to particular discipline and thorough knowledge on topic.  
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Figure 3 Philosopher theories on critical thinking 

Out of these five philosophers Harvey Siegel believes in the importance of having the skill to 

think critically, as well as having the right attitude and the will to do so. Siegel is seen as a 

modernist educator, trying to redefine critical thinking skills (Mason 2008.) Siegel has also 

raised the importance of teaching critical thinking in the educational field (Siegel 1988). Due 

to this and his comprehensive view on the formation of critical abilities, I have chosen to use 

the Siegel’s theory as a baseline to introduce the core critical thinking skills. 

 

2.2.2 Harvey Siegel & critical thinking 

Harvey Siegel sees critical thinking and rationality as the main focus of education. Siegel be-

lieves that children are rational beings who should be allowed to ask a lot of questions and 

have the freedom to be critical. Educator should encourage children to ask questions and crit-

ical thinking should be accepted as the educational equivalent to rationality, and guide all 

the educational decisions (Siegel 1988, 86-87.) Siegel believes that a critical thinker can ana-

lyze information and evaluate why this particular information is better than some other, and 

whether it is based on facts and science. This however is not the only criteria for an efficient 

critical thinker. Also interest in evaluation and appreciation to good arguments is seen as 

qualities of critical thinker. In addition to these also distinct character traits are needed 

(Bailin&Siegel 2003, 183.) 

Harvey Siegel has named his definition of critical thinking “Reasons conception of critical 

thinking”. This theory believes a critical thinker is appropriately moved by reasons. (Siegel 

1988, 2). This definition highlights the bond between rationality and critical thinking as well 

as attitude, character traits and habits which drive one’s actions. These are the things Siegel 
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believes are crucial to develop in educational field, thinking skills and lasting tendencies of 

action which he categorizes as character traits. Skills that should be focused on are gathering 

and analyzing relevant data and molding the cognitive processes towards critical spirit. As a 

conclusion, his belief of critical thinking is built of components: Reason assessment and criti-

cal spirit (Siegel 1988, 41.) 

 

Figure 4 Components of critical thinker (Based on Siegel 1988) 

Reason assessment means the skill to understand the principles to evaluate reasons and the 

skill to use these principles accordingly. Siegel believes there are two types of principles: 

Subject-specific and Subject-neutral. Siegel believes that both types are needed to think crit-

ically. Subject-neutral principles can be applied to many different contexts, whereas subject-

specific apply to restricted domains. Critical spirit is important to have, and Siegel believes 

that even with reason assessment, it is not enough without critical spirit. Even though some-

one has the ability to think critically, they might not use their skills if they do not have the 

willingness to use their skills. This would make them a non-critical thinker (Siegel 1988, 34-

39.) 

 

2.3 Developmental psychology 

 

In the last chapter I went through the ideology of philosopher Harvey Siegel. In this chapter I 

will introduce developmental psychology to get a more comprehensive view on cognitive pro-

cesses and therefore how critical thinking skills are seen to develop in the eyes of 
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assessment

Critical 
spirit

Critical 
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psychologists. It is important for me to have understanding on how the development of a child 

is viewed today in early childhood education field, how our views have formed and through 

that understand how early childhood education can support the development of a child. Our 

views on child development, and therefore the early childhood education as well, has been 

molded by multiple developmental theories in the field from well-known psychologists like 

Freud, Erikson, Piaget, Watson, Skinner and Bandura. These developmental theories from 

abroad have influenced drastically ideologies in Finland (Lehtinen & Kuusinen 2001, 252). If 

we take a look at the National core curriculum of ECEC, we can find emphasis on environ-

ment, social interaction and sensory exploration which are also some of the main themes 

found in theories from psychologists mentioned earlier. Thinking and learning skills are seen 

as areas in child’s cognitive development (MLL 2021). Since the aim of this thesis is to answer 

research questions regarding the development of a child’s thinking skills, I will be focusing on 

cognitive development. 

 

Human development has been approached from a various point of views by multiple develop-

mental psychologists. Cognitive theories have evolved based on the thought that human’s do 

not develop just by responding to environmental stimuli, unlike suggested by behaviorist the-

ories for example. Learning is an occurring process through our mind and thoughts, and the 

cognitive developmental theories aim to explain these learning processes. One of the central 

views in cognitive theories is that human is seen as an active being, who is prompted by envi-

ronment and able to process information and set goals to themselves. The information which 

human has already gained is guiding their actions. New experiences and exploration lead to 

learning which is based on the already gained information (Lehtinen & Kuusinen 2001, 83-86.) 

Child’s cognitive development theories often see development as gradually evolving. How-

ever, even though gradual theories are common, the main idea with these theories varies. As 

an example, we can look at the three most well-known cognitive developmental theories: Pia-

get's cognitive developmental theory, Vygotsky's sociocultural theory and information-pro-

cessing theory (Richardson & Richardson 1998). The core ideas are that child develops by ex-

ploring and interacting (Piaget), by social interaction (Vygotsky) and by processing infor-

mation, rather than just responding to stimuli (information-processing) (Lehtinen & Kuusinen 

2001, 94-124).  

Lehtinen & Kuusinen (2001, 258) points out the influence Piaget and Vygotsky has had on de-

velopmental psychology in Finnish educational field. Piaget’s cognitive development stages 

are visible in various Finnish literature material, and it has been connected with Vygotsky’s 

ideology to get a more comprehensive outlook on development. Also, Hujala & Turja (2011, 

21) point out the fact that early childhood education has been based on Piaget’s constructiv-

ist theory and Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory. I have chosen to introduce both of these 
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theories to get a comprehensive look on what our early childhood education has been influ-

enced by.  

2.3.1 Piaget & cognitive development 

Jean Piaget was one of the most influential developmental psychologists in the 20th century. 

He was very fascinated on how mind develops and the structure of human’s thought process 

(Rauste-Von Wright, Von Wright & Soini 2003, 158.) His work therefore can be seen as his at-

tempt to create a comprehensive theory for knowledge and development. His constructivist 

theory is a creation reflecting this attempt; He brought together individual’s intellectual 

structures which develop through experiences, biological structures and social intellectuality 

and made a theory on how these develop together in a constructivist process (Lehtinen & 

Kuusinen 2001, 110.)  

 

In addition to these three classical factors to child’s cognitive development, Piaget believed 

in “balance” which is a fourth factor. The theory behind Piaget’s balancing factor helps to ex-

plain the interaction and development between the other three factors (Lehtinen ym 2001, 

111.) Even though Piaget did pay attention to social influences, he did not believe it to be as 

important as genes and balancing process in the cognitive equilibrium. He believed that the 

balancing process happened through accommodation and assimilation. Assimilation means at-

taching new information to the already known. Accommodation however means the process 

of new information making changes to our old knowledge and forming new views through that 

(Rauste-Von Wright ym 2003, 25.)  

 

Piaget’s developmental stages are well-known and reflected in our developmental psychology 

field today. It is good to address the fact that there has been criticism towards his theory for 

disregarding the influence of culture and thinking of development in an overly systematic 

manner, with strict developmental stages. His theory has since been modified to different di-

rections. Piaget’s developmental stages are biologically defined stages, consisting of sen-

sorimotor stage, preoperational stage, concrete operational stage and formal operational 

stage. Each of these stages are seen to be a time for child to construct their thoughts on real-

ity. Once child moves on from one stage to another, they leave behind different stage re-

strictions (Lehtinen ym 2001, 116-117; Rauste-Von Wright ym 2003, 158.) 
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Figure 5 Piaget’s developmental stages (Lehtinen ym 2001, 116-117) 

Piaget believed strongly in his developmental stages, and he believed the development to go 

through the stages without being influenced by environment or culture (Rauste-Von Wright ym 

2003, 25). This takes us to looking at our other cognitive theory; Vygotsky’s cultural-historical 

theory. Even though there are differences in the views of Piaget and Vygotsky, we can also 

find some similarities. In the next chapter I will introduce Vygotsky’s views and his theory on 

zone of proximal development, which shows some resemblance to Piaget’s assimilation and 

accommodation theory (Lehtinen ym 2001, 124.) 

2.3.2 Vygotsky & cognitive development 

Lev Vygotsky is one of the present-day forerunners on scientific views on human. His work has 

aimed to study how child learns to understand the world they live in (Rauste-Von Wright ym 

2003, 32.) Like mentioned in the earlier chapter, Vygotsky has a strong belief on cultural fac-

tors being a great influence on development. In addition to culture, environment in general, 

social interaction and language are the main factors in his eyes (Lehtinen ym 2001, 121). 

Vygotsky’s views have been associated to have formed the social development theory, which 

holds his ideology of the development of a child’s language and thought processes. He be-

lieves that language starts developing first as a tool to communicate and later on as a tool to 

support thinking (Vygotsky 1979.) In Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory, language is seen as 

the most influential factor to mold the understanding of a culture. Vygotsky’s essential idea is 

that children learn and develop by understanding and participating in their social environ-

ment, and language is a key tool to be able to do so. From Vygotsky’s ideology we have got-

ten the sociocultural theory, which shows that learning is formed through shared cultural 
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norms and values during interaction between child and the educator. With his cultural-histori-

cal theory, one of the key concepts is the zone of proximal development (Lehtinen ym 2001, 

122-123.) 

The zone of proximal development (ZPD) analyzes the relationship between a child and their 

social environment and how that relationship affects child’s development. Vygotsky was keen 

on finding out how teaching affects the development of a child. The zone of proximal devel-

opment holds the same ideology as Piaget’s developmental stages, in the way that teaching 

needs to happen respecting child’s biological processes. (Lehtinen ym 2001, 122-123.) The 

ZPD is the area of learning which includes the skills already known and skills which can be 

used with assistance. It is believed that targeting learning within this zone, helps child to de-

velop new skills and function on their own with the same tasks they needed assistance for be-

fore (Rogoff 1990.) 

 

                                 

Figure 6 Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Based on Rogoff 1990) 

 

Vygotsky and Piaget have influenced our views on development today. However, their theo-

ries are not fully used as they were originally formed. Since then, their theories have been 

expanded and modified (Lehtinen ym 2001, 125.) This is good to keep in mind when looking 

into child’s development through developmental psychology. 
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3 Methodology 

In this chapter I will explain the methodology of this thesis. Firstly, I will introduce the re-

search questions. I will explain the concept of literature review and literature search, which 

will be used as the research method. I will then move on to explain the inclusion and exclu-

sion criteria, the data search process and how the data will be evaluated with qualitative 

content analysis. The trustworthiness and ethical issues regarding this method and data col-

lection will be the last thing covered. 

 

3.1 Purpose, Aim & Research questions 

The aim of this thesis is to find out how the development of critical thinking can be supported 

in early childhood education. To find answers to this, I have formed the following research 

questions: 

 

1. How is it possible to support the development of critical thinking skills amongst children 

within the age of 0-6? 

 

2. Which methods adapted to early childhood education support the development of critical  

thinking? 

 

3.2 Literature review  

A literature review is an academically used method for independent research which can be 

used to collect data of a chosen topic (Kangasniemi, Utriainen, Ahonen, Pietilä, Jääskeläinen 

& Liikanen 2013). The data will be collected from existing research. Even though literature 

review is based on earlier research and conclusions, by no means does it mean that literature 

reviews would just be listings of these conclusions. A successful literature review includes 

criticality of found data and finding a connection between different research (Salminen 2011, 

5-10). In addition to finding a connection between research, literature review is also a way to 

find differences, conflicts and insufficiency in the existing data (Hirsjärvi, Remes & Sajavaara 

2004, 114).  

There are also other reasons to execute a literature review, such as analyzing and developing 

new theory leaning on to the existing material, building an understanding of a broad topic, 

recognizing issues, and following a development pattern regarding the studied subject 

(Baumeister & Leary 1997, 312). There are three forms of literature review: descriptive, sys-

tematic & meta-analysis. The most suitable method for one’s research should be chosen 
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depending on how thoroughly the topic needs to be investigated (Salminen 2011, 5-10). 

 

 

Figure 7 Forms of literature review (Based on Salminen 2011, 5-10) 

 

Because this is a bachelor thesis, I will be doing a descriptive literature review. There will be 

systematic elements in the data collection process since it is done in clear systematic man-

ner, and a great amount of literature material will be familiarized with. To keep data collec-

tion systematic, it is important to have a clear exclusion and inclusion criteria and keep a 

clear record of the data collection to ensure the traceability (Johansson 2007, 3-6.) I will in-

troduce my exclusion and inclusion criteria later. 

A descriptive review is one of the most used out of all three methods, and very common in 

healthcare field. Its nature is more of a superficial research, without strict rules on the mate-

rial and research questions, and it is criticized for that reason. Because this method is more 

commonly known as an overview of research, it is speculated that there is a greater chance 

for data collection to be influenced of one's preferences and subjective view, which might al-

ways lead the research in a different direction (Kangasniemi & alii 2013, 298.) This means 

that the accuracy of the results might not be as trustworthy or precise as a more in-depth re-

view would be. However, descriptive review is an effective way to get a broad view and un-

derstanding on the topic (Salminen 2011, 6.) 

 

Kangasniemi ym. (2013) divide the execution process of descriptive literature review in four 

parts. The first part includes setting the research questions to guide the research. With too 

narrow research question there might not be enough data to execute research on, and too 

broad question will develop a problem with the material being too broad as well. This is why 

test researches are suggested to form suitable research questions (Niela-Vilen & Hamari 2016, 

24-25.) The second part includes the literature search part. When doing a descriptive 

Descriptive

Meta-analysis

Systematic
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literature review, the systematicity in this part is not as strict (Kangasniemi ym. 2013.). To 

gather the most useful and accurate literature material, inclusion and exclusion criteria must 

be decided. These should be formed based on research questions. Once literature search has 

been done, material should be reviewed by title, abstract and the whole text (Stolt & 

Routasalo 2007, 59.) Third part includes building an analysis. The aim is to answer the re-

search questions, with analyzing and connecting the found data critically. Lastly as the fourth 

part, results are examined (Kangasniemi ym. 2013.) 

 

 

Figure 8 Process of descriptive literature review (Based on Kangasniemi ym. 2013) 

 

3.2.1 Inclusion & Exclusion criteria 

Like mentioned in the earlier chapter, according to Kangasniemi ym. (2013) an efficient liter-

ature search process requires inclusion and exclusion criteria. Before deciding the criteria for 

my research, I made test searches. This allowed me to form an understanding, which search 

words would provide the best results for my research questions. I was also able to see 

whether enough research had been made about the chosen topic.  

For me, it was clear that one of my search words would be “critical thinking”. However, dur-

ing my test searches I also tried to use “creative thinking”, since I had seen it in some litera-

ture materials about critical thinking before. I was debating whether to use “early childhood 

education” or just “early childhood” as my other search word. Since my other research ques-

tion can be answered without research on early childhood education perspective, I chose to 

use “early childhood” as my other search word. I also noticed that this search word gave me 

plenty literature material about research done in early childhood education, so I would also 

be able to answer my second research question.  

Research questions

Literature search

Data analysis
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I chose my databases based on my test searches and the Laurea University of Applied Sciences 

license. Ebook central, EBSCOhost combined, Finna, Google scholar, Proquest central and Sci-

enceDirect (Elseviewer). Ebook central has over 200 000 electronic books, with big quantity of 

English research material from various branches of sciences. EBSCOhost and Sciencedirect 

(Elsevier) holds a great number of articles also from various branches of science, one of them 

being healthcare. Proquest Central is a bit more versatile with its differing scientific mate-

rial; over 8000 whole text magazines, video material and information of various companies. 

Finna is a database which holds material from Finnish universities and libraries (Laurea Lib-

guides 2021.) Google scholar is a free database which holds a wide variety of different schol-

arly articles like articles, books and theses (Google scholar 2021). 

Below I have formed a figure of my final search terms and databases. 

 

Figure 9 Search terms and databases 

After my research questions were formed and test searches done, I moved on to forming my 

inclusion and exclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria which I wanted to have in my research 

were: suitable for my research questions, material published after 2015, English or Finnish 

language and full text should be available. Exclusion criteria therefore included: does not in-

clude needed data to answer my research questions or does not include the correct search 

terms, older than 2015, unknown language, no full text available. Below I have formed a fig-

ure of my inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

 

Critical thinking & Early childhood
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Figure 10 Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

 

3.2.2 Data search process 

 

Once I was set with my research questions and my inclusion and exclusion criteria, I was 

ready to start my data search process. I started my search by typing my search terms “critical 

thinking” and “early childhood” to the chosen databases. With my first search I got an over-

load of hits. With a quick look it was clear that there was a plenty of non-suitable research 

material, so I knew I had to adjust my search. This would also help me to narrow down the 

amount of material that I would later have to go through. To my next search I did the follow-

ing adjustments: Search terms should be found either in title or abstract and if possible, re-

search should be peer reviewed. With the following I ended up getting more reasonable re-

sults which I will introduce in the figure below. 
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Figure 11 The data search process 

 

The chosen databases gave me differing results. From Ebook central and Finna I was unable to 

find anything after test searches. EBSCOhost and Proquest however gave me a good amount of 

research material. Once I adjusted my search, I ended up getting 165 results. It still seemed 

like a grand amount of material, but I did not think there would be a way to change my 

search without losing potential research articles. I then decided to go through the results and 

narrow down the results according to the most suitable titles for my research. This left me 

with 30. I then chose the most suitable ones after reading all the abstracts. I read a total of 

14 full texts, and out of these I ended up with my 5 chosen researches. 

I was happily surprised how much material could be found on the topic, since before my test 

searches I was a bit uncertain. Not only was I able to find multiple suitable articles and had a 

bit of a struggle choosing, but I was also pleased to notice the varying points of view on the 

topic. I will now introduce the chosen material.  

 

First chosen research was written by Fernández-Santín & Feliu-Torruella and published in 

2020. The title of the research is “Developing critical thinking in early childhood through the 

philosophy of Reggio Emilia”. The research is a design-based research of a qualitative study. 

The focus is to analyze Reggio Emilia pedagogy in early childhood and primary education 
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setting and show its usefulness in the development of critical thinking. The main findings 

showed that critical thinking should be developed through Reggio Emilia approach and playing 

from an early age, and art is seen as a great tool for children to express themselves, rethink 

and be more innovative which helps their thinking skills. 

 

Second chosen research was written by Haryono, Wulandari, Eva & Anggraini and published in 

2019. The title of the research is “Critical Thinking Skills and Self-Regulated Learning in The 

Learning Process in Early Childhood”. It is a qualitative research using psychological studies 

with the purpose to analyze self-regulated learning, critical thinking skills, and learning in 

early childhood. The main findings were that students should actively be involved in learning 

process and more student-centered learning models should be used to develop critical think-

ing. The role of educators and education programs is highlighted in this research to be one of 

the crucial aspects influencing child’s cognitive processes. 

 

Third chosen research was written by Kim and published in 2017. The title of the research is 

“Transforming Music Education for the Next Generation: Planting ‘Four Cs’ Through Children’s 

Songs”. The four Cs stand for critical thinking, creative thinking, collaboration and communi-

cation, which are highlighted as essential skills to learn for the next generation. The purpose 

of this research was to analyze the learning processes of the four Cs and how the new stand-

ards announced by the National Association for Music Education in the USA in 2014 takes in 

consideration these learning processes. The main findings showed that music s an effective 

way for cognitive and social-emotional development, and lyrics can have an important role in 

children’s thinking and learning. 

 

Fourth chosen research was written by Aizikovitsh-Udi & Cheng and published in 2015. The ti-

tle of the research is “Developing Critical Thinking Skills from Dispositions to Abilities: Mathe-

matics Education from Early Childhood to High School”. The aim of this research was to exam-

ine how teaching strategies oriented towards developing higher-order thinking skills influ-

enced students’ critical thinking abilities. The main findings show the importance of teachers, 

and systematic inclusion of CT oriented teaching. Adding mathematical problems to real-life 

problems was showed to increase the children’s critical thinking skill development. 

 

Fifth chosen research was written by Khalaily and published in 2017. The title of the research 

is “Facilitating the development of critical thinking skills and self-directed learning: An explo-

ration of leadership and curriculum practice in a Palestinian kindergarten”. The research was 

a qualitative case study investigating how educational leaders can help kindergarten children 

develop critical thinking and personal responsibility skills. The focus was on 3–5-year-old Arab 

children. The main findings showed that development of critical thinking should be more fa-

miliar for educators, there should be a curriculum for critical thinking training and 
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documentation of this development should be done.  

 

3.2.3 Content analysis 

I will be using content analysis as the method in this thesis. In this chapter I will introduce 

content analysis and how I will implement this method with the found data.  

 

According to Tuomi & Sarajärvi (2018) content analysis is a basic method which can be used in 

all qualitative research. In literature review however, content analysis is only a way to organ-

ize data, not to a tool to analyze data. The actual research findings will develop after con-

tent analysis process is done and the analysis groups are analyzed with the help of reliable 

data. Content analysis process can be divided in three parts: simplifying, clustering and ab-

straction.  

 

Figure 12 Process of content analysis (Based on Tuomi et al 2018) 

Simplification means that you will leave out all the unnecessary details from collected data 

and make the important parts visible. I will demonstrate this by simplifying a sentence from 

one of my chosen research. 

 

 

Sentence Simplification 

“...The priority of the experiences are to 

stimulate the creativity of the students 

without restrictions so that they could 

think, experiment and draw conclusions 

Critical thinking can be developed through 

stimulation of creativity. 

Simplifying

Clustering

Abstraction
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freely in order to develop critical think-

ing...” (Fernández-Santín, M. & Feliu-Torru-

ella, M. 2020) 

“Early childhood teachers need to reflect 

critically about how to transform music edu-

cation in their classrooms to realize the 

benefits of children’s experiences with mu-

sic developing four Cs” (Aizikovitsh-Udi, E. 

& Cheng, D. 2015) 

Early childhood teachers have an important 

role making music education an effective 

tool to develop critical thinking. 

Figure 13 Example of simplifying 

Once you have simplified data from your chosen research, you can move on to clustering, 

which is the second step. With clustering you will put in use the simplified data and divide it 

in groups of subclassifications, which I will again demonstrate in the following figure. 

 

 

Simplifications Clustering Subclassification 

Critical thinking can be de-

veloped through stimulation 

of creativity. 

Curiosity supports the pro-

cess of critical thinking. 

 

Humans are always moti-

vated to think about things 

that are around them. 

Creativity, curiosity, envi-

ronment 

Development of critical 

thinking in early childhood 

Early childhood teachers 

have an important role mak-

ing music education an ef-

fective tool to develop criti-

cal thinking. 

Critical thinking can be de-

veloped through the expres-

sion of the arts. 

Music education, arts, docu-

mentation 

Methods used in early child-

hood education which de-

velop critical thinking 



  28 

 

 

Documentation is a neces-

sary process of learning 

Figure 14 Example of clustering 

Abstraction will be the last step of content analysis and it is the part where the clustered sub-

classifications to main headings.  

 

 

Figure 15 Example of abstraction 

When starting my content analysis process, I was lucky to receive great tips from my fellow 

classmates who have went through content analysis for their previous literature reviews. I 

was recommended a color-coding method which turned out to make the process a lot clearer 

for myself. After familiarizing myself in-depth with the chosen data, I color-coded all the ma-

terial which connected to development of critical thinking in yellow and all the methods used 

in early childhood education in green. After color-coding was done, I proceeded to simplifying 

phase. 

 

Once I started the simplification process, I went through all the colored parts and simplified 

the sentences. I then moved on to clustering these simplifications to subclassifications and 

then decided the main headings. These main headings resulted in my abstracted heading 

which is methods which develop critical thinking in early childhood. 

Development of 
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3.2.4 Trustworthiness & Ethical issues 

According to Kangasniemi ym. (2013, 297) every step of literature review requires academic 

attitude. I have had this in my mind throughout the whole process and will now raise some 

thoughts on the trustworthiness and ethical issues regarding my literature review. 

To conduct a trustworthy research, it is very important to make a thorough plan, execute the 

research according to the plan and log data search process clearly. Data search process 

should be explained from start to end, as clearly as possible, so the reader is able to under-

stand how I have ended with the research results. This way results and their trustworthiness 

can be evaluated (Stolt & Routasalo 2007, 68.) In this thesis the literature search process was 

conducted in a systematical manner, which indeed allows reader to understand how the re-

sults were gotten. Before executing my search process, I made test searches so I was able to 

set my plan and reach the most accurate materials for this research. According to Flinkman & 

Salanterä (2007, 107) good-quality data is the way to ensure a good-quality research. When I 

was choosing the materials, one thing I paid attention to whether they were peer reviewed 

and well sourced. 

If we take a look at the content analysis method, we may raise some points of ethical issues. 

There are clear steps to follow when doing a content analysis, however the results of the 

same topic research still vary. Choosing the articles and interpreting them requires one to go 

through thought processes which are influenced by beliefs and attitudes. This means that we 

may face issues regarding subjectivity. If someone else were to conduct a literature review on 

critical thinking in early childhood education, they might choose different data than I did and 

be influenced by their thoughts and beliefs when gathering the results. This is something to 

always keep in mind with content analysis. 

One last thing that should also be pointed out, is the fact that all the literature material was 

in English. Even though I believe my language skills to be efficient enough to get a compre-

hensive understanding of the material, there is still a slight possibility for misunderstandings 

and wrongly interpreted data. In addition to the language issue, I want to point out the strict 

schedule which this thesis was conducted on, and the amount of time which was given to ex-

ploring the data. If I would have spent more time on the material, I might’ve gotten an even 

better understanding of the research data. 

4 Research findings/Results 

In this chapter I will introduce the results for my research questions. I have divided my re-

search findings in two chapters which I formed during my content analysis process: Develop-

ment of critical thinking and methods in early childhood. The aim of this chapter is to present 
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the analyzed data from these two subclassifications and get as comprehensive understanding 

on the methods which develop critical thinking in early childhood. 

4.1.1 Development of critical thinking 

Critical thinking can be spotted already in early childhood, through the natural tendency to 

curiously explore things in the environment and try to gain understanding. The key character-

istic in very early age is autonomy which allows children to explore their surroundings and de-

velop their thinking. To support their natural tendency to explore and analyze, children 

should also be exposed and encouraged to important critical thinking skills from an early age, 

such as observation and questioning habits. Children’s cognitive skills are developing very rap-

idly in early age, and their thought processes should be supported to develop in a direction of 

criticality (Kim 2017; Haryono et al 2019.) 

There is no clear comprehensive list of critical thinking skills, which could be evaluated in 

children. However, Khalaily (2017) raises some mannerisms which can be spotted in children’s 

behaviour and should be prompted, such as negotiation and ability to see that there are vari-

ous perspectives, ability for looking for information, compare, and share it with others, en-

gagement with problem-solving and evaluate themselves. Khalaily points out that these can 

be seen as successful outcomes of critical thinking, but also as ways to develop critical think-

ing. A great opportunity to observe these attributes is during play, when children are inter-

acting and displaying their skills. 

 

According to Haryono et al (2019) self-regulated learning is raised to be an effective way for 

critical thinking skills to be supported. Self-regulated learning is defined to be a process 

where child is an active participant by defining goals, controlling their learning experience, 

using resources efficiently and maintain positive emotions and staying motivated. It consists 

of self-control, self-discipline and self-direction and to foster the development of critical 

thinking, these attributes should be developed. Self-regulated learning is seen as a part of the 

cognitive process, which is supported by child’s own curiosity. Children should also be encour-

aged to analyze and criticize, and through that develop their self-regulated learning. Also, 

Khalaily’s (2017) findings showed that self-control and self-regulation have an effect on criti-

cal thinking. The goal is to push child to think on their own and have responsibility. 

Amongst the chosen researches, creativity was raised to have an effect on the development 

of critical thinking and thinking processes in general. According to Kim (2017) exposing chil-

dren to arts support the development of cognitive processes. Music experiences and other ar-

tistic education enhance children’s cognitive and social-emotional development. The impact 

can be seen in children’s long-lasting development, learning abilities and regulating emo-

tions. Through musical activities children are required to put their creativity, which involves 
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imagining, creating and performing which are closely attached to critical thinking skills. Also, 

Fernández-Santín et al (2020) believe critical thinking is seen to develop by fostering chil-

dren’s creativity and curiosity. Seeing children as active learners facilitates the encouraging 

of critical thinking since children are constantly trying out new ideas. Discussion should be en-

richened by the environment and colourful opportunities.  

4.1.2 Methods in early childhood education 

The early childhood educator has a great responsibility in adapting the right methods for 

child’s critical thinking skill development. According to Khalaily (2017), the current training 

for kindergarten teachers is inadequate regarding critical thinking. More methods to reveal 

the thought processes should be adapted to early childhood education. This means that criti-

cal thinking should also be integrated to the curriculum and be thought as an educational 

goal. The personal characteristics of the teacher, teacher’s vison on educational goals and 

how they choose to accomplish these goals have a great impact on the matter as well. Teach-

ers should use asking questions as a tool to “feed” thinking processes and also give children 

time to go through those thinking processes. Maintaining a professional self-awareness to be 

able to evaluate their own influence on child and child’s critical thinking skills are also im-

portant. 

The same theme was raised in all of the chosen research. Early childhood educator has an im-

portant role with maintaining a fruitful environment for critical thinking skills to flourish. Kim 

(2017) gives an example of teacher encouraging children during musical activities by asking 

questions which force children to explain their actions and opinions. Fernández-Santín, M. et 

al (2020) give an example of educators having an important role choosing and planning activi-

ties which develop learning and at the same time foster the skills needed for critical thinking. 

Aizikovitsh-Udi & Cheng (2015) points out the importance of educators planning their classes 

so, that critical thinking is consistently and systematically encouraged. Haryono et al (2019) 

conclude in their research the cruciality of the educators’ role, by involving children in the 

learning process and therefore supporting self-regulated learning process. This requires mak-

ing the learning environment interesting and challenging enough for children. 

 

Aizikovitsh-Udi, E. & Cheng, D. (2015) raise the idea of dispositions of criticality. Educational 

environment should be set to structured program which supports the development of critical 

thinking skills. Like already mentioned, educators have a great responsibility in making this 

happen. In the early childhood critical thinking dispositions can be developed by familiarizing 

children with simple approaches, such as using ways to express thinking processes by “I 

see...” or “I think...”. These approaches can be integrated to activities in early childhood ed-

ucation. According to Kim (2017) music can be used as a tool to develop analyzing and evalua-

tion skills, which are important parts of critical thinking. Just like Aizikovitsh-Udi et al (2015), 
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he also points out educator’s important role with critical thinking dispositions by broadening 

the conversation by using questions and handing out suggestions if necessary. Examples of 

musical activities are expressing a meaning of a word through musical movement or conversa-

tions about what melody makes children feel. Educators are also able to deliver a message 

through songs and that way awaken children’s thought processes. 

Reggio Emilia philosophy also brings focus on art developing critical thinking. The key ele-

ments which Fernández-Santín et al (2020) list include for instance the environment as a third 

teacher, documentation and the hundred languages of the child. In Reggio Emilia, child and 

environment are seen as educators alongside the early childhood educator. Environment 

should be intriguing children to explore and experiment. Documentation facilitates a mean-

ingful communication between educators, children and families, which allow educators to 

gain insight on children’s though processes and make their thinking visible for the children 

and parents. The hundred languages are a metaphor of the number of ways children can ex-

press themselves, broadening expression from verbal communication to things like visual arts, 

music, dance and play. Also, Khalaily (2017) agree that in early childhood education play is an 

important method to broaden child’s thinking skills. During play children tend to test their 

thinking and communicate their thoughts to peers.  

 

According to Aizikovitsh-Udi et al (2015) critical thinking can be fostered through mathemat-

ics which they see as an effective method starting from early childhood education all the way 

through high school and further. Providing students with tasks which activate their thought 

processes like comparing unfamiliar objects with characteristics of familiar objects. If educa-

tors systematically involve mathematical real-life problems for children and encourage to 

question and debate, children will develop habits which strive them towards critical thinking. 

Khalaily (2017) brings up a point of how critical thinking cannot be just verbally transmitted 

to children; children need to be active learners during the process. Linguistic mediation and 

learning by experience were raised as important components for the children’s learning pro-

cess. Methods which spark these components are questions to awaken critical thinking, allo-

cation of time to think and peer assessment through mutual learning. These showed to be im-

portant tools to support children’s cognitive processes. 

 

4.2 Discussion on findings 

My five chosen research materials had all their own methods highlighted which were believed 

to support the development of critical thinking. Even though this was the case, all the materi-

als had clear commonalities on basic skills which demonstrate the possible development char-

acteristics. Because of the differences in methods, I was also able to get a broader perspec-

tive on my second research question about which methods used in early childhood education 
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are effective tools to support critical thinking. Therefore, I was able to conduct comprehen-

sive data to answer both of my research questions. I will introduce the main findings of my 

thesis next. 

 

Figure 16 Main findings 

The first main finding of this study showed that critical thinking in fact is seen as a set of 

skills and attributes which can and should be developed. These attributes can be developed 

during various early childhood education activities as long as criticality is encouraged, and 

this way children’s cognitive processes affected. Critical thinking can be encouraged by ask-

ing questions and therefore requiring child to explain their actions. To enforce the systema-

ticity of learning early childhood educators should pay attention to providing an example of 

critical behaviour and the environment should be motivating children to explore and broaden 

their knowledge and thinking processes by experimenting. 

 

The second major finding showed that there is a quite similar understanding of the develop-

ment of critical thinking. Critical thinking is seen to live in children from a very early age 

through various attributes like curiosity and eagerness to find answers and explain their sur-

roundings. It is important for early childhood educators to have the understanding of which 

characteristics form critical thinking and use that knowledge to prompt these characteristics 

in children. This way children form the needed mannerisms which are expected of efficient 

critical thinkers and these mannerisms will be strengthened even more if prompted through-

out their life. This can be reflected to Harvey Siegel’s ideology of reason assessment and crit-

ical spirit as a formation of critical thinker. The findings might suggest that children are 
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naturally critical spirited but their skills for reason assessment should be developed accord-

ingly. 

 

The third major finding showed the importance of the role of early childhood educator. The 

knowledge on critical thinking, what characteristics form a critical thinker, which methods in 

early childhood education are suitable for supporting the development of criticality and 

knowing their own role as a prompter of child’s cognitive processes are all things which early 

childhood educator should be able to master in order to support the child on their path to be-

ing an efficient critical thinker. In the introduction of this thesis, I mentioned that the Finnish 

National core curriculum for ECEC brings up critical thinking skills and highlights them as a 

thinking and learning skill which should be supported by early childhood educators. 

In addition to early childhood educator’s role, the findings of the literature review also 

pointed out that critical thinking should be thought as an educational goal and be built to the 

curricula. Early childhood educator should have the skill to analyze which methods are chal-

lenging enough to develop children’s skills. For this my theoretical framework of Vygotsky’s 

proximal zone of development might give a sense of understanding on child’s cognitive learn-

ing and what educator should consider when choosing the most suitable methods.  

 

Even though I am happy with the research material and the findings I was able to get, it is im-

portant to take in consideration the limitations. With only 5 researches analyzed, this re-

search should be seen as an overview of the topic rather than a comprehensive study. The 

findings were analyzed with the theoretical framework built with the knowledge of few well-

known theories from Siegel, Piaget and Vygotsky. These were carefully chosen based on their 

impact on educational field, however there are limitations to these theories. There is criti-

cism raised on their lacking, and it is important to knowledge that due to that reason, these 

theories have been modified often from their original forms to make a more comprehensive 

theory. Also, it is important to knowledge the fact that the development of a child is influ-

enced by many factors, and the evaluation of specific method and its influence is therefore 

fairly difficult. 

 

The findings of the results are important to show that criticality should indeed be fostered al-

ready in early life, and it is important to support children in developing the needed charac-

teristics. It is also important to recognize that there are multiple varying methods which we 

are able to use either in early childhood education or at home, to encourage children’s criti-

cal thinking skills and critical spirit. So, the next time a child is asking many questions I will 

remember to be grateful for the questioning, it just shows the critical spirit in the child. 

 

For further developmental ideas I would raise the question of bringing critical thinking more 

visible in early childhood education. Like mentioned, the National core curriculum for ECEC 
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does bring up critical thinking and the need for these learning skills to be supported. More 

concrete plans should be put in place. The characteristics of criticality should be clear, the 

emphasis on critical thinking when planning curricula should be kept in mind and having fur-

ther discussions amongst early childhood educators on how this learning skill could be sup-

ported better.  

I have been familiarizing myself with Reggio Emilia and think this pedagogy and its philosophy 

should be introduced more to early childhood education. It is clear that Reggio Emilia and 

arts are backed up with research on being efficient tool for the development of critical think-

ing. The key elements are lined up with the National core curriculum for ECEC and also foster 

child’s cognitive processes and activeness with their own learning.  

  

In the research material, I was unable to find points on children’s varying developmental 

stages. How the methods used in early childhood education affect one child compared to an-

other. Is there a big difference on methods and their effect on children’s cognitive develop-

ment? It is important to knowledge how these methods vary amongst children in order to 

know which methods are the most efficient in early childhood education programs. 

5 Conclusion 

Now that my thesis process is coming to an end, I must say that it was not as intense as I was 

afraid it was going to be. I chose to do my thesis in a fairly strict schedule and during multiple 

other school projects and I do feel like I can be proud of the work I’ve put into this. It was 

easy to find motivation due to the important topic which I feel passionate about. In my opin-

ion criticality and having an ability to reason our actions cannot be spoken about enough. We 

should talk more about the importance of developing the needed skills as early as possible. 

 

The aim of the thesis was to answer my research questions “How is it possible to support the 

development of critical thinking skills amongst children within the age of 0-6?” and “Which 

methods adapted to early childhood education support the development of critical  

thinking?”. I am happy to have found answers to my research questions. The major findings 

showed that critical thinking skills can be fostered within the early childhood education 

through various methods, such as arts, mathematics and encouraging towards self-regulated 

learning. Some of the key characteristics which should be encouraged amongst children are 

verbalizing their thought processes and absorbing information by questions and exploring. 

What I have come to learn during this process is the importance of my role when working in 

the early childhood education field with children. My thoughts on learning with children, ra-

ther than teaching children have become even more important to me. It is crucial for early 
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childhood educator to be there to guide and broaden the learning. Especially after my thesis 

results it became clearer to me how important it is to support child’s cognitive processes for 

example by having child explain why they chose to do something. However, to learn with chil-

dren I should allow them to go through their thought processes and actions, encourage them 

to share it with others, and I should make sure that I have the knowledge and skills to support 

this process. 

I found literature review to be a very pleasing research method. Before starting my thesis 

process, I got an overwhelming number of gasps and terrified looks on the chosen method. 

The main reason for that was the amount of literature I would have to go through and the un-

familiar process of the literature search and analyzing the content. My favorite part about 

this whole process was actually the systematic manner of how literature material was con-

ducted, diving in the material and reflecting on those results. I am glad I chose to do this and 

can see myself using this method in the future. 

 

As a learner I have come to understand, not only during my thesis process but also during my 

school years in Laurea, that I have a need to overachieve and put myself on ridiculous sched-

ules without considering how it might affect my wellbeing. I do not have set plans on where I 

want to be in the future, but I do know that it is somewhere in the social work field. To be 

able to give the best of myself and feel good about the work I do, I need to stop pushing my-

self to the limit constantly. This spring of working full time and doing my schoolwork has 

proved that I have finally gotten my time management skills together, and like my fortune 

cookie fortune taped on my computer says: “Your ability to juggle tasks will take you far”. I 

fully believe in that but a major improvement for this skill is to learn to appreciate the work 

I’ve done and understand the importance of rest. Life is not to be carried out like it was a 

task and my main goal from now on is to remind myself of this. 

 

I appreciate everything my thesis process taught me about the theory base on early childhood 

education, critical thinking and cognitive development of a child. Due to the theoretical 

framework, I was able to analyze and understand the research data and the results in a more 

comprehensive way. It also resulted in evaluation of the accuracy of the chosen theories and 

thoughts on how they could be developed. The results of my literature search changed my 

perspective on how I see early childhood educator’s role by gaining new understandings and 

strengthening old beliefs. I also gained more tools on working in early childhood education 

field, by learning about the methods mentioned in my results chapter. As a summary, this 

thesis was an overview and introduction to the topic of critical thinking and how it can be fos-

tered in early childhood field. This was a valuable journey for myself and broadened my views 

on the topic. I hope it does the same for anyone reading this.  
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