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Dear Supervisor 

What is a good way to help caseworkers learn how to think critically? I try to model 

critical thinking in my meetings with them, but I’m not sure they “get it.” Please offer 

me any suggestions you can. 

- Frustrated Supervisor 

Dear Frustrated Supervisor, 

First, we congratulate you for trying to develop critical thinking in your staff. Critical 

thinking is such an important skill for caseworkers and supervisors alike. As you probably 

already know, critical thinking involves analyzing, synthesizing, evaluating, and applying 

information generated by one’s conversations, observations, experiences, reflections, and 

reasoning. When done well, it brings “clarity, accuracy, precision, consistency, relevance, 

sound evidence, good reasons, depth, breadth, and fairness” (Michael Scriven & Richard Paul 

for the National Council for Excellence in Critical Thinking Instruction). 

It’s always good to model the behavior you want from your 

staff. Have you accompanied those occasions with an 

explanation of what you’re doing and why? If not, that would 

be a great place to start. Sometimes it’s best to be explicit 

about what you’re doing rather than simply hope staff will 

absorb it and transfer it into knowledge that will help 

them perform the necessary task. 

Another thing you can do is use “discriminating questions.” Let’s imagine, for example, 

that you’re meeting with a caseworker and discussing a specific case. One of the things you 

can do is help the caseworker consider issues from different perspectives. That can be 

accomplished by asking such questions as: 

 How does this relate to what we have discussed? 

 What would happen if…? 

 What do you think causes…? 

 What is the difference between…and…? 

 How does…fit with what we learned before? 
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 Why do you think I asked this question? 

 How has this family changed in the course of their involvement with the agency? 

 What are the strengths or partial solutions already present in the family that could 

become foundations for further growth and problem resolution? 

 What are the family systems or environmental factors that may have led to the 

development of these problems? How should those factors be addressed? 

 How can we judge the likelihood that a given intervention will have a positive effect 

on a parent’s caregiving abilities? 

 What might have happened if our/the agency’s involvement had not occurred? 

 Are there developmental, cognitive and/or emotional processes in the child that 

may have contributed to his or her difficulties?  How could therapy address those 

processes? 

 What do we now know about the family that would add to our understanding of 

problems and potential solutions? 

 

As you continue to provide this framework and modeling, you will recognize the maturation 

of critical-thinking skills in your caseworker by observing his/her:  

 Skillful and unbiased use of information learned during assessments 

 Self-awareness and understanding about 

the impact of life experiences, cultures and 

values on problem-solving 

 Careful listening and assignment of value to 

other perspectives and ideas, even when 

they are contrary to his/her own 

 Ability to strip arguments of their 

irrelevancies and distill them into their 

essentials   

(NCWWI, Linking Evidence to Child Welfare Supervision) 

 

Lastly, remember to acknowledge your caseworker when s/he comes to his/her own 

well-reasoned conclusions. At that point you’ll know your caseworker is “getting it.” 


