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[bookmark: _Toc213078584]Introduction
At the university level, education is not merely a process of acquiring knowledge; rather, it is a process of acquiring the ability to question, analyse, and reason on one’s own. Critical thinking is the process of turning information into understanding, which enables students to analyse ideas, evaluate the validity of assumptions, and draw reasoned conclusions. It is an enduring aspect of both personal and intellectual growth. In this regard, this report aims to outline the concepts of critical thinking and its value in learning, particularly reflection and curiosity, and their role in the strengthening of critical thinking.
[bookmark: _Toc213078585]Defining Critical Thinking
One’s ability to use critical thinking skills goes beyond the ability to offer a counter argument. It is reasoned thinking and it proceeds from one’s own curious question. As Fisher (2021) notes, “the ability to interpret, evaluate and draw conclusions based on evidence” is a form definition of critical thinking. It requires students to take a critical stance with regard to the information presented to them and to become active participants in the discourse. Paul and Elder (2019) further argue that it is “a process of self-examination and improvement of one’s thinking in order to achieve greater clarity, greater fairness, and greater effectiveness in thinking.”
Broadly defined, critical thinking is the ability to evaluate information and ask critical questions instead of merely accepting information. It requires one to interrogate the validity of the information and seek supporting evidence. Such actions, or counter actions, lead to understanding and independent thought.
[bookmark: _Toc213078586]The Role of Critical Thinking in Achieving Academic Excellence
As Moon (2020) states, analysis and synthesis of concepts enables complete understanding and progress. In academic texts, sound reasoning offers proofs that require substantiation. According to Putzel (2023), "good writing" integrates analysis and synthesis to reach well-founded conclusions. For me, in my case, I found that taking a step back from the writing and questioning the reliability of the sources strengthened my writing in terms of confidence and clarity.

In the era of information overload, the ability to separate fact from opinion is not trivial. Critical thinking, in this case, is a tool that aids in the development of confidence and helps the learner to discern appropriate and worthwhile material, enabling him or her to initiate genuine research.
[bookmark: _Toc213078587]Developing Critical Thinking: Reflection and Curiosity
Considerable attention is needed in these two aspects of reflection and thinking. It is easy to agree with Dewey (2018) that reflective thought begins somewhere, and not in a context of a given task, with an uncertainty identified. This is the gap that fuels the quest in any learner. When learners identify the why of an idea, and the how in relation to a situation, reasoning creatively is employed.
This is where reflection amplifies. Like Gibbs’s (1988) Reflective Cycle model that scaffolds the students in the description of an event, evaluation of the focus of their reflection and the focus of a lesson. For example, in tutor feedback, learners focus on the gaps and gaps reconstruct their answers. Reflection in the words of the Black Box approach therefore means reflection on self, and what is on self that can be changed.
By sustaining learner engagement and attention, reflection and curiosity complement each other. It scaffolds learners to the why and the how of some structures of knowing what it means to know. Boud and Walker (2020) described this as “self-awareness through learning.”
[bookmark: _Toc213078588]Barriers to Critical Thinking
Even though it is important, actually doing critical thinking can be hard work. As pointed out by Halpern (2019), ‘sprint thinking’ is often equated with ‘smart’ thinking, but any nuanced grasp requires a significant investment of time. Such ‘sprint thinking’ is, on the other hand, akin to conformity, a lack of independent creativity, and the pursuit of pseudo ‘authoritative’ maverick ideas. These barriers can be approached by universities with open discourse, debates, and problem-based learning systems with which students can engage and develop productive and combative reasoning.
[bookmark: _Toc213078589]Conclusion
The essence of any learning activity is critical thinking. This involves the ability to question, evaluate information, check evidence, and finally arrive at a conclusion that is sound and informed. With the right motivation and feedback, critical thinking can be developed, enabling learners to move from restatement and memorisation to independent thought and creativity. In the modern world, critical thinkers articulate thoughts coherently, exhibiting moral reasoning and flexibility — invaluable assets to any profession as well as life. This is not to say that having critical thinking skills is an easy asset to master. Instead, as a student myself, I believe it is a skill that needs to be cultivated with discipline, clear goals, imagination, and responsible effort.
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