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ABSTRACT 

It has been argued by many writers that it is necessary to develop critical thinking skills in MIS/CIS students because these 
skills are needed by them to tackle the complexities of real life problems that they are likely to face. While the goal is clear, 
it is not well understood how to go about achieving it. In this article we report on the use often class exercises in a Decision 
Support Systems course to promote higher order thinking skills in students. These class exercises improve student 
attendance, their understanding of the relevance of the course materials, and engage them in a process of analysis and 
evaluation which in tum sharpens their critical thinking skills. The instructor is also able to bring out details of complexities 
that are likely to be encountered in practice and discuss strategies that have worked in practice. 

Keywords: Critical Thinking, Active Leaming, Class Exercises, Decision Support Systems 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Students m information systems programs such as 
Management Information Systems (MIS) or Computer 
Information Systems (CIS) are exposed to a great amount of 
information pertaining to their fields. They are also 
provided with opportunities to learn software based skills 
that are likely to be in demand when they graduate. As the 
amount of knowledge has grown, instructors have been 
burdened with the task of communicating a large amount of 
content to the students. This over emphasis on content and 
software skills has resulted in lack of emphasis on the 
important skill of critical thinking that is necessary in order 
to successfully deal with complex scenarios. In reality, MIS 
and CIS students need to be able to solve difficult problems 
which require them to analyze complex scenarios, 
understand how sub-systems are interconnected, and 
understand the kind of tradeoffs that are needed in real 
situations. All these activities demand critical thinking on 
their part. It has been our observation that while existing 
courses meet needs for 'content' and 'software skills', they 
generally fail to provide the environment for development 
of critical thinking skills. 

For many years, a large number of authors have argued 
about the need to develop higher order thinking skills in 
MIS/CIS students because such skills enable information 
students to tackle the challenges of complex problem 
scenarios. Shell and Kleen ( 1992) argue that critical 
thinking skills enable students to analyze new situations, 

create new ideas, and understand complexity. They believe 
that regurgitation of the instructor's analysis does not imply 
an ability to think critically. They suggest that students need 
to perform their own analysis, synthesis and evaluation in 
order to develop critical thinking skills. Dalal (1994) argues 
in favor of developing higher order skills in information 
systems students so that they become capable of thinking 
critically and creatively about technical and managerial 
issues relating to design and use of information technology 
in solving business problems. 

But what is 'higher order thinking' or 'critical thinking'? 
Many authors have attempted to answer this question. For 
extensive coverage of this topic we refer the reader to 
Bloom (1956), Jenkins ( 1998), Dalal (1994), and 
Guillemette (1991). Blooms's taxonomy has withstood the 
test of time for over 45 years and we find it quite useful for 
our discussion about higher order thinking. In this article, 
the phrases 'higher order thinking' and 'critical thinking' 
are used interchangeably. Bloom (1956) identifies a 
category of objectives called 'cognitive' objectives. This set 
of objectives deal with whether a student is able to perform 
in certain educationally desirable ways after instruction. 
There are six major sub-categories of cognitive objectives 
and are summarized below based on the work of 
Guillemette (1991 ). The sub-categories are listed in 
increasing order of complexity: 
[a] Knowledge: This involves recall of information. 
[b] Comprehension: This involves the lowest level of 

understanding where the reader knows what is being 
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