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ABSTRACT

DEVELOPING CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS
IN EAP STUDENTS

DeAnn M. Vermillion

There is a great need to integrate critical thinking instruction into English for
academic purposes (EAP) and English second language (ESL) classrooms. ESL students
are intelligent human beings and need to be given the opportunity to practice and further
develop their reasoning skillsin fheir second language. There are three primary
components of critical thinking: understanding the author's intended meaning,
synthesizing all available information (which also involves inferencing), and analyzing.
The analysis component involves evaluating logic based on the truth and validity of an

argument's claims, as well as understanding author stance and word connotations.
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INTRODUCTION

During my first semester of study at a university in Costa Rica I found myself
struggling quite a bit. I had considered myself to be quite fluent in the Spanish language. I
excelled in my grammar classes, and I.had very few problems conversing with any native
speaker  met. Yet for some reason, upon entering my first "real"” classroom taught in my
second language, I felt like a beginner again. [ was used to rattling off Spanish answers
without even thinking about anything in English; however, in this classroom I found
myself translating the information from Spanish to English and then back again.

What I realized was that even though I felt comfortable using the Spanish language,
I did not know how to think deeply about the more complex ideas I was now encountering
without translating the ideas back to my more familiar, native language. The only barriers I
had been trying to overcome were the surface structures of language such as grammar,
pronunciation, and vocabulary. Throughout my foreign language study my mind had
never been challenged with difficult ideas, and when my intellect was finally challenged in
the Spanish-speaking university, I felt like I needed to go back to a beginning-level Spanish
class again. This was the first time I realized the complexity and the challenge that critical
thinking presents, especially to non-native speakers.

There is quite a big difference between fluency and proficiency in a foreign
language. The fluent language learner has a good grasp of grammar, a fairly extensive
vocabulary, and can do well in most social settings. Proficiency in a language, however,
has to do with one's ability to look beyond the surface structures of language into the

elements which lie underneath, such as organization and logic. Answering questions that
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deal with why and how an author makes a particular point place far greater cognitive
demands on a learner than do rote recall questions or fill-in-the-blank grammar activities.
One's proficiency in a language has a great deal to do with one's ability to think critically in
that language, that is, the ability to go beyond what is explicitly expressed in order to
analyze both how and why it is expressed and the implications that the expression draws.

Thinking critically is difficult in one's native language, but it is an even greater
challenge in a second language because the familiar clues one relies upon to go beneath the
surface structure seem to disappear. Fortunately, with practice and instruction many people
learn to think critically in multiple languages. However, it takes just that, practice and
instruction. For the most part, my foreign language classes never challenged my intellect.

I learned how to conjugate verbs, use vocabulary, and write about my day, but I did not
learn how to think critically in Spanish. In fact, it was not until I attended my first class in
a Spanish-speaking university that [ was really forced to think critically in Spanish.
Needless to say, I struggled.

It was through that challenging experience that my interest in the critical thinking
process began to develop. The fundamental message of this paper is that foreign language
teachers, in particular EAP teachers, can and should help students transfer and continue to
develop their critical thinking skills. The first part of this paper discusses the need for and
the theory behind critical thinking, especially as it relates to ESL instruction, while the
second part lays out many of the skills involved in thinking critically, as well as practical

ways educators can teach these skills in their classrooms.
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1. THE NEED TO TEACH CRITICAL THINKING

Based upon the need to more adequately address the issue of critical thinking in
English for academic purposes (EAP) classrooms, this paper will establish a case for why
EAP teachers must teach critical thinking skills, define what critical thinking means, and
give practical insight into how teachers can help students develop critical thinking skills. In
today's world there is a great deal of information and discussion about critical thinking.
While a wide variety of ideas and theories concerning critical thinking are being published,
many teachers continue to struggle with what it means to think critically and how to
practically integrate its teaching into their classrooms. There are several reasons for the
continued confusion in this area. Perhaps the most important reason, though, is that there
has been a grave error made by many in their attempts to define critical thinking and its
goals. The error lies in one's fundamental beliefs about what constitutes good thinking. If
all ideas, even ones that contradict each other, are believed to be of equal merit, then critical
thinking is of little value. For the purposes of this paper critical thinking will be defined as
the process of improving one's epistemic situation (Chisholm, 1989), that is, one's belief

structure, by means of intelligent reasoning.

Critical Thinking Instruction and the EAP Student
Developing the critical thinking skills of students should be important to teachers in
every discipline, but it should be of particular importance to the teachers of those students
who are learning English for academic purposes (EAP). In helping to prepare students to

attend an English-speaking university, teachers should not only be devoted to the teaching




of language skills, but they should also be committed to developing the thinking skiils of
their students. There are several important reasons why integrating instruction in critical
thinking into the EAP classroom is necessary. Due to their educational background, critical
thinking may be something that EAP students are unfamiliar with, but it is an important
skill that will be needed throughout their university experience. Teaching critical thinking
is an important aspect of preparing ESL students to be successful in their future university
studies. Teaching critical thinking is also an important means of continuing to challenge
second language learners intellectually. It is important to allow students to use their minds
and interact with difficult materials and ideas. Although ESL students may not be able to
express their thoughts very well in English, they still need the opportunity to have their
intellect challenged. The first section of this paper will discuss the specific need that exists
for EAP teachers to teach critical thinking to their students who are preparing for the
university.

Many EAP students come from educational systems where critical thinking has not
been encouraged. Substituted instead are rote learning methods often involving extensive
memorization. In an article written about the meaning of reading for East Asian students,
Bailin Song claimed that for these students questioning a text, an author, or a professor is
viewed as a weakness on the part of the student (Song, 1995). Earlier, Barnes had noted
that "rote learning is the mental storage of discrete items with little consideration for how
they fit with the existing cognitive structure and previously stored information" (Barnes,
1985, p. 143). Students coming from backgrounds where rote learning is the primary
means of education will most likely find learning in a western university a difficult task,
since in western universities examining multiple sides of an issue, questioning, and giving
personal input are expectations teachers have of their students.

- Not only is instruction in critical thinking as a component of education necessary

for EAP students so that they might succeed in western universities, but many would argue
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that learning by means of critical thinking is an improvement over rote learning. H. D.
Brown feels strongly about the ineffectiveness of rote learning, especially as it applies to
second language learning. In the following summary of his position, his reference to
meaningful learning correlates with many factors involved in critical thinking. H.D.
Brown uses the following argument to emphasize the benefits of using "meaningful
learning”.
An overview of my argument can be given in six steps: (i) rote learning is a
mechanistic process peculiar to only a small fraction of human learning; (ii)
meaningful learning, an efficient conceptualizing process or organization, is
characteristic of most human learning; (iii) retention, or long term memory, is the
crucial determiner of whether or if something has indeed been learned; (iv) retention
of material rotely learned is extremely inefficient since forgetting is easily induced
by interference; (v) retention of meaningfully learned material is, in contrast,
extremely efficient since forgetting involves a selective "cognitive pruning"
procedure which actually enhances retention; (vi) in an activity such as second-
language leaming, which is conducive to meaningful learning processes, maximal
retention could be achieved by means of efficient subsumption and pruning
procedures. (1972, pp. 218-219)
Helping students learn by means of critical thinking may not only be beneficial because of
their choice to study at a western university, where the practice of critical thinking is--at -
least in theory--expected, but according to Brown it may have significant advantages over
rote learning.
In a presentation at the 22nd annual TESOL Convention A. M. Wyatt-Brown
(1988) discussed the areas in which international university students experience the greatest
problems. Not surprisingly, critical thinking was at the top of the list. Teachers of EAP
students need to enable their students to succeed in western universities. Thus, it seems
clear that a primary component of this is to teach the skills involved in critical thinking, and
to provide students adequate time and opportunity to practice and develop these skills
which they will continue to develop throughout their university education.
One important aspect of teaching critical thinking that language teachers must be

concerned with is giving the students tools to understand the subtleties of words,

meanings, and the unfamiliar ways in which words and expressions can be used, so that




the intelligence of the ESL students will not be hindered due to the difficulty or confusion
of the language. Likewise, language teachers need to be concerned with helping their
students become better thinkers by teaching principles and strategies that EAP students can
use to distinguish good thought from bad thought and by providing the students with
challenging material which will require them to practice the theories they are being taught.
Good thinking skills are perhaps the best tools ESL students could have against becoming
"victims" of difficult words, unfamiliar word orders, challenging material, and poorly
argued, yet persuasive texts (Runkle, 1978). John B. Carroll states that "it is through the
adoption of appropriate learning sets and strategies that learners can often be successful
even when the talents they bring to the task are only moderate, or indeed only minimal”
(1977, p. 2). Though not stated explicitly, it seems reasonable that strategies for learning
by means of critical thinking could be applied to this situation and that the "low talents"
described by J.B. Carroll could be considered the disadvantage ESL students have in an
English-speaking university over native English-speaking students. Moreover, after
several research studies he conducted, Shmeck concluded that "students classified as more
thoughtful, or more deep and elaborative, do indeed demonstrate faster learning, better
memory, and higher grade point averages" (1981, p. 384).

However, it is important to note that in order for critical thinking to be an effective
strategy and tool that students can use in their university classes, they must strive to do
their critical thinking in the English language. If the students must translate deep thoughts
back into their own languages and then back into English, an unnecessarily large amount of
time and energy would have to be expended. Furthermore, the results in English would
often sound awkward and foreign due to the varying word orders and usage of words
amongst various languages (Nida, 1950).

The most obvious component of the EAP teacher's task in preparing students for a

successful university experience is to help them become proficient in the English language.
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Interestingly, there seems to be a close relationship between good language learning
strategies and critical thinking skills. Studies about the characteristics of good language
learners have shown that good language learners make efforts to think in their second
language as soon as possible (Rubin, 1979). J.B. Carroll writes that one characteristic of
good language learners is that they try to understand the logic and strategies that native
speakers use in communicating (1977). After studying 'good language learners', Rubin
concluded that they are good at making guesses and inferences. (Rubin, 1979). It appears
that good language learners have at least some of the same characteristics of critical
thinkers. Perhaps in teaching students critical thinking skills teachers can help them to
become better language learners.

Not only is the critical thinking instruction necessary for the continued improvement
of a student's language skills and for their future university experience, but it is important
for continued motivation to work hard and continue growing in knowledge and intelligence
while in their EAP classes. Second language teachers should continually challenge
students to think critically so as to not insult the intelligence of the learners who are
thinking human beings, but who have yet to learn to express their thoughts with ease and
fluency in a foreign language.

To conclude this section on the need for critical thinking instruction in EAP
classrooms, perhaps it is best to simply read about the university experience of one
international student. The following description beautifully summarizes the great need for,
and benefits of, critical thinking.

Astime went on, Mai realized that in most of her courses the crucial skill was

critical thinking. This meant, for example, that she had to be able to write papers in

which she organized and synthesized complex data. She had to be able to read an
article and draw her own conclusions based on it. In time, she discovered that

doing her own thinking brought her success and personal satisfaction in her
academic work. (Dubin, 1983, p. 15)
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Teaching Critical Thinking as Central to the Role of the Educator

People may have a variety of different ideas about the role of teachers in modern
society. All too often it seems that society has lost the true meaning of the teacher's role.
This is why it is necessary to establish a common understanding of the role of the teacher.
The role of teachers should be to help their students become better human beings by
guiding them to a new level of knowledge and giving them tools for reaching logical
conclusions on their own.

Unfortunately, in modern society a "better" human being is defined as one whose
earning capacity and level of tolerance has increased (Holmes, 1983). The result is that too
often in the classroom, instead of teaching students how to learn and think, teachers
substitute the easier task of merely presenting knowledge (DeBono, 1976). In her book,
Critical Thinking: Theory, Practice and Possibilities, Joanne Kurfiss noted the following:

If education is only to teach basic facts, then critical thinking plays only a minor

role and rote learning is sufficient. If, however, the role of education is to develop

greater reasoning skill in order to cope with and make decisions about life and
society, then critical thinking plays a central position, since reasoning is impossible

without critical thinking. (1988, p. xv)

Malcolm Knowles suggests that due to the vast amount of information directly available to
today's students, educators need to concentrate their efforts on developing in their students
the skills and attitudes that are necessary for self-directed inquiry (1980). Students must be
taught how to learn and what it means to think well. Unfortunately, too often teachers are
reduced to trainers with the task of simply assisting students in learning specific "practical"
skills. Learning is no longer viewed as valuable apart from its pragmatic function and
monetary rewards (Holmes, 1983). Furthermore, teachers today are expected to promote
an environment of tolerance in their classrooms where all rationalized ideas are to be

viewed as equally "good", except of course the person who denies the epistemic parity of

all ideas.
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The fundamental problem is that the majority of society no longer cares about, or
has false beliefs about the nature of human beings. A teacher cannot guide a student on a
journey to become a better human being if the teacher has a misconception of what it means
to become a better human. Fundamental to this paper is the premise that human beings are
designed for something. Life's journey is primarily about seeking that which is true, living
life in accordance with that which is true, and thereby becoming what humans were created
to be. That humans were created as rational beings enables them to search for truth, know
when truth is found, and decide whether or not to live life in accordance with the truth that
is found.

A primary task of the teacher should be to teach students how to discover truth on
their own. It is of little value for teachers to fill the classtime by simply presenting students
with lists of facts. On the other hand, by providing students with knowledge along with
tools so that students can evaluate their own beliefs, teachers will create an environment
where learning is much more meaningful and effective.

If people can discover things on their own, they not only acquire new knowledge

but also develop skills for effectively utilizing what they already know. Note,

however, that this argument requires some qualification. It would be a mistake to
assume that discovery learning requires that people should be given no guidance
whatsoever. Certain types of guidance are often necessary, and a major goal of
effective instruction ought to be to set the stage so that discoveries are more likely to

be made. (Bransford, 1979, p. 243)

Teaching students critical thinking skills is a very important means of setting the stage for
discovery.

A person's ability to reason and think critically is a distinctive feature of being
human, and continually developing critical thinking skills is an essential aspect in the quest
to become what each person was created to be. Unfortunately, even the concept of what it
means to be created as a rational being has been redefined in today's society. In his book

The Idea of The University: A Reexamination, Jarosolav Pelikan described how the

meaning of what it means to rationalize has been changed over time. He noted:
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The word rationalize used to carry the positive meaning "to render conformable to
reason” and to organize in a rational order or manner, as when Newman's
contemporary Herbert Spencer said: When life has been duly rationalized by
science, care of the body is imperative." But today, as a recent psychoanalytic
dictionary makes clear, the term rationalization is utilized, uniformly and almost
exclusively, to refer to " a process by which an individual employs subjective
'reasonable,' conscious explanations to justify certain actions or attitudes, while
unconsciously concealing other unacceptable motivations. Rationalization is
always considered defensive." . . . The change in the very meaning of that word
suggests a profound reorientation of the concept. (1992, pp. 27-28)
Pelikan points out how society's outlook on one of the very key components of what it is
to be human has changed over time. No longer is a better human one who reasons and
conforms his life to the truth, but it is one who is good at using subjective reason to justify
his actions. Under the conditions that Pelikan described, thought and reason are merely
used to justify one's actions, and the idea of becoming a better human is essentially
meaningless unless determined by one's accumulation of wealth.

Fortunately, there can be more to education than what modern society tends to
present. The value of education should not be based primarily upon the future material
rewards it will reap. Learning does have, and should have, value apart from its pragmatic
functions, such as the possibilities it opens for an increased earning capacity. Teachers
should be more than trainers or promoters of tolerance. They should be challenging
students to use their minds and guiding students towards improving their beliefs, no matter
what subject they are teaching.

These two views of teachers, as trainers and promoters of the idea that people
should be tolerant of all ideas as though they were of equal merit, have penetrated modern
educational practices and have been extremely detrimental to today's society. Their
influence can clearly be seen in most ESL classrooms as well. Teachers often do not
challenge students to think beyond the basics of the lessons into the implications, different

possibilities, rightness, wrongness, or logical structure of a text. Too often ESL students

are praised for any output they give as long as they are using the English language, without
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enough attention given to the students' logic or thought process. Furthermore, critical
thinking has come to mean independent or "unique" thinking rather than correct thinking.
To be a teacher means to be an educator. To be an English teacher means to be an
educator in the broad and complex field of language and all that it encompasses. To reduce
an EAP class to merely a time of training in the rules of the English language is to greatly
decrease the value of language learning and to probably leave the EAP student intellectually
unchallenged and unprepared for the university. If helping students learn how to learn and
think well is indeed a primary object of education, then it should be the object of the ESL
class as well. EAP teachers must see the importance of their role, and the responsibilities
that should naturally be a part of their job. ESL teachers should struggle in trying to
understand the goal of education, and how crucial the interface between thought and
intellect is in moving closer to that goal. As Runkle stated so clearly, "good thinking is

indispensable whenever truth is our object" (1978, p. 2).

Language and Thought

While language theorists differ greatly in their beliefs about certain aspects of
critical thinking, one area in which linguists, psychologists, and philosophers alike all tend
to reach some sort of consensus is in the belief that language and thought are intimately
related. Seeking to develop the critical thinking skills of students should be a primary task
of all teachers, but it is a particularly crucial job for language teachers due to the nature of
the subject: language. The unique human capacities for language and thought, and the
interface between the two, are topics that have intrigued philosophers, linguists and
scientists for centuries. Discussing the nature of the human capacity for language or
thought is beyond the scope of this paper, though it cannot be doubted that these capacities

do, in fact, exist.
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It is necessary for this paper, however, to acknowledge the important relationship
that exists between language and thought. The American scientist Charles S. Peirce held
that thought and logic were necessary preconditions for all representational systems (Oller
& Omdahl, 1994). Albert Einstein believed that thought was foundational to language and
that language serves us in expressing thoughts and relating them to earlier thoughts.
Furthermore, he noted that as the concepts we speak about become increasingly more
abstract "language becomes an instrument of reasoning in the true sense of the word" (Oller
& Omdahl, 1994, p. 244). Jean Piaget, a Swiss psychologist, concluded that an important
connection exists between language and intellect. In his research he found that a person's
mental capacities would suffer if language was not acquired by a certain age (Oller &
Omdabhl, 1994).

"The National Council of Teachers of English 'Essentials of English' statement
holds that teaching of creative, logical, and critical thinking is close to the core of effective
English instruction" (Suhor, 1985, p. 2). Charles Suhor, the National Council's deputy
executive director, places great importance on the relationship between language and
thought.

The English language arts, pre-K through college, inherently involve a wide range

of essential thinking skills because of the close relationships between thinking and

language as established by Piaget, Vygotsky, Luria, and others. Addltlona]ly,
many aspects of reading and wr1t1no are pertinent to important thinking skills.

(Suhor, 1985, p. 2)

The primary reason why such a great emphasis on the teaching of thought is placed upon
the English teacher is due to the "centrality of language," as Emest Boyer (1983) described.
This phrase refers to the importance that language has in every discipline of study. Without
the use of language and the ability to express and understand thought through language,
learning would be highly superficial, if not impossible. Language, thinking, and learning

appear to be inseparable (Suhor, 1985).
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This paper certainly does not intend to propose a solution to the age-old problem of
the relationship between language. and thought. Whether or not a language teacher believes
that a person can have clear thought without being able to express it in language is not a
major point of concern for this paper. It is relevant though to brieﬂy. mention that when
learning a second language the necessary dependency between the two capacities is
believed to increase. Although scholars often hold that verbal mediation is not necessary
for some types of abstract thought, many believe that when learning a new language, "the
verbal mediation of thought processes is necessary" to a greater degree (Barnes, 1985, p.
141).

Furthermore, in order to claim fluency in a language, a person must be able to think
in that language. By giving the example of a singer who can sing a song in a foreign
language perfectly but cannot understand a word in the language, Diller claims that "we
cannot say we know a language until we can think in it" (1978, p. 34). The task of
thinking presents a big challenge, but the ability to understand and interpret messages and
express one's thoughts in a second language is an even more difficult task. Due to this
difficulty, Diller notes that second language learners often need "guided practice in
thinking" in order to be able to really use a language (1978, p. 35).

Mentioning some of the basic issues concerning the relationship between language
and thought are necessary in seeking to establish the important role critical thinking
instruction should play in the second language classroom. Due to the belief that language is
perhaps the most important medium by which thought is expressed, it is extremely
important that the language teacher be concerned with the interface between language and
thought. As people's language skills develop, their thinking skills need to develop as well
because the two skills appear to depend upon one another in order for either to function at a
higher level. Both these skills, language and thought, can and should be taught. Just as

good language skills will not develop without effort from both learners and teachers, good
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thinking skills will not develop without energy expended by both parties. Language and
thought are considered intimately related to one another. The importance of the relationship
between the two capacities should not be forgotten or ignored in the second language

classroom.
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2. WHAT IS CRITICAL THINKING?

Definitions of Critical Thinking

Numerous educators today discuss the need for teaching critical thinking, but there
are a variety of ideas about what critical thinking really means. Attempts to define critical
thinking have proven to be quite a challenging task (Johnson, 1992). To some, critical
thinking can be equated with independent or unique thinking where there is no standard or
"correct” answer (Li, 1996). In his discussion of critical thinking, W. G. Perry, author of
the book Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development in the College Years: A Scheme,
says that critical thinking takes pluralism (that no idea is ultimately right or wrong) as a
given (1970).

Perry developed a four-stage model of what he considered increasing intellectual
development in one's beliefs about knowledge. The first stage sees knowledge to be
merely a collection of discrete facts. The second stage is when one recognizes that conflict
will occur in beliefs and doctrines and begins to allow for the existence of doubt and
subjectivity in some areas of knowledge. "When no absolute truth exists, one 'opinion’ is
as good as another, and teachers 'have no right to call [the student] wrong' on matters of
opinion" (Perry, 1970, p. 97; cited in Kurfiss, 1988, p. 54). While the recognition of
differing beliefs is an important step in developing critical thinking, at this level students
have no means of evaluating the various beliefs except to rely on a certain feeling (Kurfiss,

1988). Allan Bloom describes these students as suffering from the "'openness of
indifference’. Openness used to be the virtue that permitted us to seek the good by using

reason. It now means accepting everything and denying reason's power" (1987, p. 41).



Perry's third stage is when students realize that there are varying levels of quality in
opinions. Reasons must support good opinions. The fourth, and highest stage of
intellectual development as described by Perry is that of commitment in the face of
relativism. According to Perry students must choose to believe something even though
they can have no assurance outside of themselves as to the correctness of their belief
(Kurfiss, 1988; Perry, 1970). Unfortunately, this very popular definition of critical
thinking and its pervasiveness in the university, as well as in ESL classes, has not resulted
in students who intelligently examine their beliefs and desire to continually improve their
epistemic situation, but rather in students who confidently and wholeheartedly attempt to
Jjustify their own beliefs no matter what basis they have for holding those beliefs. In her
book on critical thinking, Joanne Kurfiss reports that even after four years of college
education students continue to "make judgments on the basis of unexamined personal
preferences (1988, p. 1).

Other authors who write about critical-thinking theory capitalize on the reflective
and explorative aspects of critical thinking in their definitions. In John Dewey's classic
book, How We Think, he used phrases such as "suspended judgment" and "reflective
thought" to describe critical thinking (1982, p. 74). He wrote that the essence of critical
and reflective thought involves "active, resistant, and careful consideration of any belief or
supposed form of knowledge in light of the grounds that support it" (1982, p. 7). Joanne
Kurfiss laid out the following definition of critical thinking: "An investigation whose
purpose is to explore a situation, phenomenon, question, or problem to arrive at a
hypothesis or conclusion about it that integrates all available information and that can
therefore be convincingly justified" (1988, p. 2).

In a chapter written on the challenge of defining critical thinking, Ralph H. Johnson

wrote five definitions that scholars have given:
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a. Ennis's definition of critical thinking as "reasonable reflective thinking that is

focused on deciding what to believe or do" (1987, p. 10);

b. McPeck's definition of critical thinking as "the skill and propensity to engage in

an activity with reflective skepticism" (1981, p. 81);

c. Richard Paul's . . .definition of critical thinking in terms of a list of perfections

and traits of thought: "critical thinking is disciplined, self-directed thinking which

exemplifies the perfection of thinking appropriate to a particular mode or domain of

thinking" (1989, p. 214);

d. Lipman's account of critical thinking as "skillful, responsible thinking that

facilitates good judgment because it (1) relies upon criteria, (2) is self-correcting

and (3) is sensitive to context" (1988, p. 39); ’

e. Siegal's definition of the critical thinker as the individual who is appropriately

moved by reason (1988).

Though all the above definitions regarding the meaning of critical thinking would
probably all agree that "the essence of critical thinking skills is the willingness to challenge
old assumptions and examine alternatives" (Olson, 1992, p. 3), most of these definitions
either fail to address, or overtly dismiss the possibility of correct thinking, which is the
very reason for the value of critical thinking. As stated earlier, if correct thinking does not
exist then critical thinking has very little value. Change in one's beliefs and assumptions
for the purpose of change itself is worthless, but change in one's beliefs and assumptions
for the purpose of improving one's epistemic situation is valuable beyond measure because

and only because correct thinking and true beliefs are possible.

Classroom Instruction

Now that several definitions of critical thinking have been explored, this discussion
will turn to an examination of theories and methods that address the issue of what critical
thinking instruction means in the EAP classroom. The first issue is that of whether critical
thinking should be taught as an isolated skill--a separate class of its own--or if it should be
integrated into each discipline, or even into each classroom? While there are several
.important aspects involved in the discussion of this issue, theorists agree that ideally critical
thinking would be integrated into every teacher's classroom instruction (Suhor, 1985).

Unfortunately, this is not usually the case, as a result many colleges are trying to find other
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‘options by which to provide students with the necessary training they need to develop their
critical thinking skills. Most often this means creating a special class specifically designed
to teach critical thinking.

Scholars agree that teaching isolated classes which are solely devoted to the
development of critical thinking skills can be profitable for the students, but it is not
sufficient. There are two primary reasons for this belief. One reason is that developing
critical thinking skills is a long and difficult process; teachers cannot expect students to
have "arrived" after one course in critical thinking. Students need constant challenge and
encouragement from all their teachers. What often happens when one specific course is
designed to teach critical thinking skills is that other teachers end up "passing the buck",
assuming that instruction in that area is somebody else's job, and not striving to integrate
critical thinking instruction into their courses. This is not to say that courses solely devoted
to teaching critical thinking are not beneficial, but teachers must acknowledge that it is
every teacher's job, even the ESL teachers', to develop the critical thinking skills of thei;‘
students.

The second reason why courses in critical thinking are not sufficient is that there is
a great assumption made when teaching skills independently, that the skills will be
transferred to other disciplines of study (Meyers, 1986). However, recent studies suggest
that little carryover is made between understanding the skills of logic and critical thinking
and then actually applying them to other disciplines (Hudgins, 1978; McPeck, 1981).
While there are general skills in thinking that are necessary across the disciplines, each
teacher must be involved in encouraging students to transfer their knowledge and skills to
each subject area as well as working to develop the necessary discipline-specific skills.
Edward DeBono, who developed a thinking skills program, "claims that 'generalizable
thinking skills' can and should be taught, in addition to 'local skills' required in particular

subject matter areas" (Suhor, 1985, p. 1). This information implies that ESL teachers need
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to be concerned with teaching the particular skills that thinking critically in a second
language will require.

Suhor addressed the need for all disciplines to value the teaching of critical thinking
skills. He wrote, "no discipline can claim exemption from many of the mental processes
that the advocates of isolated instruction in thinking skills see as generic" (Suhor, 1985, p.
2). The danger that educators need to beware of though, is to not assume that because
students have a specific critical thinking class that educators are no longer responsible for
teaching critical thinking within their own class and discipline. ESL teachers may face the
dilemma of whether or not to allow poor thinking to slide in their classes, assuming that
their students will take a critical thinking class in the future. "Simply installing a course
devoted to the subject is the simplest method, but it may lead to complacency amongst the
faculty who assume that the problem is being taken ‘care of in another course. . . It needs to
be incorporated in all courses" (Kurfiss, 1988, p. 92). Chet Meyers agrees, "Just as
students will not become proficient writers merely by taking a year of composition but must
be required to practice good writing in all their classes, so students will develop good
critical thinking skills only by being challenged to practice in all different subjects they
study" (1986, p. 5).

With recent reports being published claiming that colleges are failing to educate
students (Honan, 1993), addressing the need to teach critical thinking is becoming one of
the most popular topics of discussion amongst educators. There are a great number of
conferences these days about critical thinking, especially at the university level (Kurfiss,
1988). The empbhasis on this skill in western colleges and university will most likely
continue to grow, and EAP teachers need to be preparing their students for this reality.
Colleges are experimenting with a wide variety of methods to satisfy the need to develop
students who think critically. Many colleges are now beginning to require that students

take courses in critical thinking, or logic prior to graduation (Meyers, 1986). Other schools
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such as St. Joseph's College in Indiana offer what they call a CORE program where
students are given lectures from a number of different faculty from various disciplines and
challenged to integrate their learning and question accepted views (Kurfiss, 1988). Most
often, however, critical thinking is left to a freshman orientation class on study skills or the
freshman English teacher (Kurfiss, 1988, p. 92).

However one's college has chosen to formally address the need to develop critical
thinking, all teachers should strive to integrate critical thinking instruction into their own
classrooms. What does critical thinking instruction entail? How can it become a part of the
EAP teacher's classroom? While Part II of this paper will go into detail on the practical
components of teaching critical thinking, this next section will outline the basic theories

about what critical thinking involves.

Making Critical Thinking a Part of the EAP Classroom

Too many teachers today opt for the easier task of presenting information to their
students rather than showing their students how they arrived at their conclusions. This is
not how education used to be. Meyers explains:

Many of America's earliest colleges were conceived with a dedication to develop

certain character traits and habits of thought, but more recently the aims of higher

education have drifted toward the mastery of academic content and information.

Contemporary American educators have tended to assume that content comes first

and thinking processes develop later. (1986, p. 54)

Unfortunately, to assume that if provided with sufficient knowledge thinking skills will
develop naturally later on, is often an unrealistic expectation. Kurfiss explains the irony
that frequently exists amongst professors. She writes, "educators in every discipline value
critical thinking skills of one form or another." However, she goes on to explain the
problem that exists. "Students rarely witness the process by which their professors arrive

at certain conclusions. Although their professors value these skills they rarely teach them.

Although they require them in assignments they don't show students how" (1988, pp. 3-

21

30



4). Throughout the semester students need to be shown how to think critically. They need
to be given assignments periodically that require critical thinking. Professors need to be
providing continual feedback to their students about how the students' critical thinking
skills are developing. "Traditional term papers demand too much of the student too late in
the course. Critical thinking skills need to be practiced throughout the course in order to be
learnt" (Meyers, 1986, p. 71).

One model that EAP teachers can use to show students how they, as teachers, do
thinking and what they expect of their students is the cognitive apprenticeship model which
Dwight Atkinson describes in his article, "A Critical Approach to Critical Thinking in
TESOL" (Atkinson, 1997, p. 87; based on Collins, Brown, & Newman, 1989). This
model, based upon the Vygotskian learning theory, involves three basic components:
modeling, coaching, and fading. This model initially allows students to follow and use
very clear and specific expert guidance and after detailed feedback and time the guidance is
slowly faded out (Atkinson, 1997). The model allows students to actually see how critical
thinking is done by the experts. Perhaps following a model such as this in the classroom
would be bepeﬁcial both to teachers and students because it would help teachers make their
thinking processes more explicit and it would help students to see how thinking is actually
done.

For the experts, critical thinking is so natural that they often do not even realize all
that is involved in analyzing and synthesizing a great deal of information and reaching
logically inferred conclusions. Hunt describes the difference between novices and experts.

When novices in any field attack a problem, they develop a hypothesis and follow a

lead until it results in a dead end. Then they backtrack and start over with another

approach. Novices also typically have difficulty prioritizing issues and sorting out
variables; they act as if all considerations have equal importance. The experts, on
the other hand, quickly identify central variables, eliminate noncrucial

considerations, and, drawing on their vast previous experience of related problems,
formulate an analysis. (Meyers, 1986, p. 12; based on Hunt, 1982)
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Itis often very difficult for teachers to explicate how they do critical thinking (Meyers,
1986). Teachers need to provide students with models of how to structure the knowledge
they are learning and how to ask questions about it. In researching what goes on in the
mind of the learner, Norman found that students will provide their own framework as to
how to understand the material if the teacher does not show them how. If teachers desire
students to use and develop certain analytical skills, they had better help the students learn
how to analyze and understand the material. According to Norman, it is "essential to
provide the prototype model for the students . . . If you as a teacher do not provide the
model, the student is likely to pick one anyway, and if you are to have any control in the
situation, it is best for you to have made the selection" (1980, p. 44).

There are many benefits and challenges involved in not only providing students
with knowledge, but with opportunities to learn and use thinking skills as well. Henri
Nouwen wrote, "It is so easy to impress students with books they have not read, with
terms that they have not heard, and with situations with which they are unfamiliar” (1966,
p- 61). However, he went on to describe, it is much more difficult to show the students
how to do the work themselves and to use their own talents and intelligence (Nouwen,
1966). Teachers must be examples to their students of how critical thinking is done, and
they must guide their students, through having them practice and giving them feedback,

towards becoming critical thinkers themselves.

Challenging the Students

Students need to be challenged. Unfortunately, students do not face adequate
challenges in the classroom often enough. In a research study on academic instruction, it
was noted that often classroom practices tend to underestimate the capability of students.
The researchers found that it is not unusual for instructors to postpone more challenging

and interesting work indefinitely, or to fail to provide their students with contexts which
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necessitate the meaningful employment of the higher skills they teach (Scales & Burley,
1988). Naturally then, because their teachers have low standards and expectations,
students will perform at levels far lower than their capabilities.

Unfortunately, this phenomenon is not a stranger to the EAP classroom. It is not
uncommon for ESL students to look back upon the intellectual demands that were placed
upon them in their EAP classes and wish that they could have had the benefit of being
presented with more challenging material and assignments. For example, Leki and Carson
conducted a research project on EAP writing instruction. In their survey they asked
students who had already moved from their ESL classes into their regular university classes
to reflect on their EAP writing courses. They found that 18% of the students felt that their
EAP writing courses were "too easy, too superficial, and not challenging, sophisticated, or
college-level enough" (1994, p. 92). Though the students did feel that the classes helped
prepare for most of their tasks that would be required in the future, one area in which they
felt inadequately prepared was in the writing of documents that require "finding, selecting,
and synthesizing sources" (1994, p. 92). They also expressed a desire for "more
intellectually stimulating and demanding subject matter" (1994, p. 93). One reason why
presenting students with intellectually stimulating subject matter has often been a problem
for foreign language teachers in general is that often educators use texts that have been
rewritten, or written especially for second language students. These texts are written, or
rewritten to reflect the theoretical coﬂcepts ata level which the L2 student is thought capable
of handling. However, often the result is that "not meaningfulness but sentence length and
syllable counts become the decisive factors" in choosing foreign language material
(Swaffer, 1986, p. 80).

Presenting students with challenging tasks may also help increase the motivation of
both teachers and students because more energy must be invested into the learning

experience. Choosing to deal with difficult, intense, or controversial topics and subject
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matter also aids in increasing classroom motivation because people are willing and desire to
expend time and effort on things that they consider important and worthwhile. When
students have motivation to learn, they are likely to want to work harder and learn more
than if their motivational level is only minimal (H. D. Brown, 1994).

All this is not to say that EAP instructors should be hard-core, the material
overwhelming, and the grading nearly impossible; rather, it is to point out that the
capabilities of students are often underestimated. Furthermore, choosing difficult and
challenging materials and tasks is usually quite advantageous. Teachers always have to
struggle with the precious balance between challenge and support. Perhaps it is the ability

to discern this fine line that distinguishes a good teacher from a great teacher.

Three Necessary Components

There are three primary components to critical thinking: understanding,
synthesizing, and analyzing. However, the lines between the three components are not
clearly marked and the reader should notice that there will necessarily be a continual

interaction between the three areas.

Understanding.

It would be far beyond the scope of this paper to discuss the numerous theories
regarding the nature of understanding. Without trying to discredit specific theories about
the nature of understanding and where meaning is made, for the purpose of simplicity and
direction in this aspect of critical thinking, this section will refer to understanding a text
only in the sense of helping a student to understand what is written in the text. This
involves going beyond simply helping students understand the literal definitions of every
word within in the text. There is clearly more to understanding than this because a

common complaint of ESL students is that they know the meaning of every word in a text,
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but they still do not understand the meaning of the text itself. Part of making sense of a text
involves realizing the relationships between the information and how the author put it all
together.

At this stage of the critical thinking process it is extremely important that ESL
teachers encourage their students to sincerely seek to understand what the author is
communicating in a text without judging it prematurely. Perhaps, as it is often argued, it is
impossible to avoid making judgments or reading one's own biases and interpretations into
a text. David Birch (1990) argues that understanding a text naturally requires interaction,
interpretation, and criticism because he believes that texts themselves have no fixed
meaning. Birch claims there is never a right, correct, or complete interpretation of a text.
However, even if texts do call for a certain amount of inferencing and background
knowledge, as will be discussed in the next section, that is not to say that the text had no
specific meaning intended by the author. It is one thing to say that as a result of one's
present context, background knowledge, or for some other reason , one cannot fully
understand the intended meaning of a text; it is a far different and more dangerous claim to
assert that no "correct" interpretation exists. The essence of this discussion is far too great
for this paper, but the position taken here is that the author did write with a certain
understanding of a message that he intended to pass on to the reader. In order to be able to
think critically about a text it is important to at least make a sincere effort to understand the
author's intended message.

Promoting this effort--to understand the author's intended meaning--among
students who are just learning the skills of critical thinking is absolutely crucial as they may
have a difficult time separating their thoughts about a text from what a text actually says. It
is often difficult to convince students of the need to carefully read a text in order to
understand what the author is trying to convey. This is because it is often much easier to

make immediate interpretations and judgments about a text before seriously considering
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what an author has to say. Joanne Kurfiss warns of the challenge this skill usually
presents. "Persuading students to weigh information objectively poses a far more
perplexing challenge to teachers than does teaching them how to retrieve it" (1988, p. 45).
Understanding what a text actually says is foundational for making solid judgments about,
or an analysis of, a text.

ESL teachers must help students understand the material that they ekpect their
students to think deeply about. Often students, especially ESL students, simply do not see,
or do not know how to see the basic components that hold a text together and thus fail to
make sense of the message the author tried to communicate. Unfortunately, both
instructional textbooks and teachers themselves often expect students to see the organizing
principles, generalizations, and causal relationships that are basic for understanding a text,
without teaching them, or at least showing students how to see these things (Kurfiss,
1988).

Students need to be shown how to prioritize the information in a text. For example,
choosing what is important and relevant to the main idea haturally occurs in the mind of a
highly-practiced reader, but must be taught to beginning readers (Meyers, 1986).

There are many practical components in teaching students to understand the basic
elements of a text. Among the skills and strategies that can be taught are how to do close
readings of the texts, create representational models, organize information in a hierarchical
format, paraphrase, summarize, and recognize relationships, references, transitions, and
information types. The teaching of these various skills and strategies will be discussed in

chapter four.

Synthesizing.

The second necessary component of critical thinking is synthesizing. This involves

the integration of one's background knowledge, knowledge gained from the text, and one's
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inferencing skills, to further one's understanding of a text and to begin an analysis. The
role of synthesis is to act as a liaison, allowing a person to move from simply
understanding what a text says to inferring what it does not say, and then ultimately, to
analyzing all that it does and does not include.

The ability to remember and use relevant background knowledge is necessary not
only to further understand the text, but also to analyze the message and conclusions of the
text to see if they are logical and true. Background knowledge refers to one's previously
acquired knowledge. The role of background knowledge in language corﬁprehension is
referred to as schema theory. According to Carrell and Eisterhold, schema theory holds
that "efficient comprehension requires the ability to relate the textual material to one's own
knowledge" (Carell & Eisterhold, 1988, p. 76). Anderson concurs and wrote that "every
act of comprehension involves one's knowledge of the world as well" (1977, p. 369).

Inferencing involves using one's background knowledge and information in the text
to fill in the holes and make predictions about what the text does not say. To explain how
often this process is used and how important it is when reading, consider the following
example. Read the lines from the example text along with the explanations that follow.

Mary heard the ice cream man coming down the street. She remembered her
birthday money and rushed into the house...

Upon reading just these few lines, most readers are able to construct a rather
complete interpretation of the text. Presumable, Mary is a little girl who heard the
ice cream man coming and wanted to buy some ice cream from this ice cream man.
Buying ice cream costs money, so she had to think quickly of a source of funds.
She remembered some money which she had been given for her birthday and
which, presumably, was in the house. So she hurried into the house to try to get
the money before the ice cream man arrived. Of course, the text does not say all of
this; we readers are inferring a lot of this in giving the text an interpretation. Other
interpretations are also possible. Yet, most readers will probably give this text an
interpretation quite similar to the one suggested here, and most readers will retain
this interpretation unless some contradictory information is encountered. Notice
what happens if the reader next encounters the phrase:

...and locked the door.

The reader is unable to fit this new piece of textual input information into the
developing interpretation. The reader is forced to revise the interpretation in such a
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way as to make this new information compatible with the previous information - to
make the whole text cohere. If there were no such thing as schemata guiding the
developing interpretation in a top-down processing mode, causing the reader to
make conceptual predictions about the meaning of the text, then why would
encountering the added phrase cause the reaction it does in the reader? What has
happened, we claim, is that as long as the incoming information being processed
through bottom-up processing and the conceptual predictions being made through
top-down processing are compatible, we have a satisfactory interpretation of the
text. When we encounter a mismatch between the top-down predictions and the
bottom-up information, we are forced to revise the interpretation in such a way as to
make the two compatible once again. In this example, we must revise our
interpretation to accommodate the information about Mary's locking the door.
Perhaps we infer that for some reason Mary is afraid that the ice cream man might
steal her birthday money and that she locks the door to protect it and herself. We
believe these two examples vividly demonstrate the existence and operation of
schemata in the process of text interpretation. (Rumelhart, 1977, quoted in Carrell
& Eisterhold, 1988, pp. 78-79)

The above example demonstrates the process of inferencing and the importance
making good inferences has in arriving at a proper interpretation. The practiced reader
makes inferences so often and so well that the skill usually does not pose a great challenge.
However, the challenge of making inferences should not be underestimated. Inferencing is
especially difficult when argumentation is involved. Gillian Brown explains:

Following the steps of an argument requires an ability to concentrate on verbal input

quite unsupported by experience in the physical world, to exercise selective

attention on abstract constructs, and, hardest of all, to recall accurately both the
constructs and the relationships into which they enter. Moreover, the amount of
inferential work that a reader or listener has to do in arriving at an interpretation of

argumentative language is only just beginning to be appreciated. (1994, p. 18)

For example, in argumentative language one has to be concerned not only with the meaning
of the words, but with the truth of the premises and the validity though which the
conclusion has been inferred. The importance of making valid inferences in argumentative
language will be discussed in more detail in the following section on analyzing as well as in
the analyzing section found in chapter four.

In order to make inferences one needs to access a great deal of background
knowledge. Carrell and Eisterhold point out the useful distinction between two types of

schemata: formal and content. Formal schemata refer to the background knowledge of the

general organizational structures used in various types of texts. Content schemata refer to
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background knowledge in the specific content area of the text (1988). By using one's
background knowledge about the genre of the text one can expect certain relationships and
orders within the text. Theses schemata help readers understand what to do with the
information given in the text and how the information fits together. |

Content schemata help readers to notice and fill in missing or incorrect details
(which works alongside the analysis aspect), and see the relevance and usefulness of the
text. Texts are usually written with a specific audience in mind, and authors have certain
expectations as to the level of content schemata their readers will have. Oftentimes
problems in comprehension occur when there is a gap between the author's expectations
and the reader's actual level of content schemata (Carrell & Ei.sterhold, 1988). This
problem is particularly evident in the foreign language classroom due to the culture-specific
expectations authors often place upon their readers.

Applying relevant background knowledge not only entails remembering relevant
personal experiences and facts, but also deciding what strategies and skills are going to be
most helpful in accomplishing a specific task. Often the most valuable background
knowledge a teacher can stimulate is procedural knowledge, the knowledge of the how to
(Loacker et al., 1984). For example, students may have written a good essay about one
topic, but as they begin to write their essays about a new topic they will probably need
reminders about the process they used to write their previous essays. Even though
students may have already learned a particular skill or strategy, they often need a lot a
probing to know when and how to apply the skill. |

Synthesizing all of one's available information means that it is important to use both
one's background knowledge and the information that is being presented in the text. Some
educators are quite frustrated with the great emphasis instructors usually place upon the
student's background knowledge. Hee-Won Kang describes one educator's reaction; "The

reader is everywhere; the author is nowhere" (1994, p.2). Kang quoted Reed Way
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Dasenbrock's frustration with the great amount of emphasis that ESL teachers often place
on the students. Dasenbrock argues that too much concentration is given to the knowledge
possessed by the students, and not enough on the knowledge the students should be
gaining from the texts. Kang concluded, "what we need is a model of reading . . . which
redescribes the scene of reading not as a scene of . . . the demonstrations of knowledge
already in place, or as a failure of knowledge, but as a scene of learning" (Kang, 1994, p.
2).

Students need assignments that will assist them in synthesizing the information that
is presented in the texts, especially when the information is technical and difficult to
understand. Assignments that help students to organize their knowledge, and continue
increasing it from the information within the texts, will likely result in an increased quality
of thinking the students are able to do about the subject (Kurfiss, 1988). Students also
need assignments that will help them relate the new knowledge to their previous
knowledge. It is often argued that in order to understand and make sense of new
knowledge one must be able to relate it somehow to what one already knows (Norman,
1980).

In helping students to put together all the knowledge available to them, students
need to be made "aware of the potential for inconsistencies between their background
knowledge or inferential elaborations and the information in the text" (Kang, 1994, p. 6).
Instructors need to equip their students with tools for recognizing and dealing with such
inconsistencies so that instead of ignoring them or distorting the information in the text to
fit their mindset (Kang, 1994), they will be able to examine the differences and make
changes in their beliefs if necessary. The ability to recognize these inconsistencies is
foundational for examining the various conflicting knowledge claims.

As with many things, there is a two-way effect between using background

knowledge and applying critical thinking skills. Not only is synthesizing all available
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information going to assist a person in analyzing, but according to research, by thinking
critically a person will also have more background knowledge accessible in the future.
"There is a positive relationship between the amount of thought given to an idea and the
probability that the idea will be recalled later. There also seems to be a relationship between
the type of thought and the quality of recall" (Schmeck & McCarthy, 1982, p. 11).
Schmeck's description of quality thought, or deep processing as he labels it, highly
correlates with this paper's description of critical thinking. Russell explains both the effect
and the correlation in more detail.

Deeper processing requires conscious involvement with the material . . . The more

that you consciously attend to something, the greater will be the depth of

processing. The greater the depth of processing, the more meaningful the material
becomes. The more meaningful it becomes, the better the memory. And the better
the memory, the more opportunity there will be to make meaningful connections

with new material in the future. (1979, p. 105)

Synthesizing all available information means bringing together one's background
knowledge and experience, what others say and have written, and new information
presented in reading texts in order to examine the various knowledge claims in light of all
the evidence. This is absolutely crucial as students seek to produce well thought out,

coherent, and persuasive work. Students who fail to consider and deal with views that

conflict with their own are not good critical thinkers.

Analyzing.

Analytical evaluation is the essence of critical thinking. Understanding and
synthesizing are necessary in order to do critical thinking, but carefully examining the
various claims in light of all the evidence with the aim of improving one's epistemic
situation is the definition of critical thinking. Therefore, this section and the corresponding

analyzing section found in chapter four, address the ultimate goal of critical thinking.
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The value in critical thinking rests on the fundamental assumption that one's
epistemic situation can be improved. This naturally leads to the question of what improves
one's epistemic situation? Improvement in one's epistemic situation occurs when a person
alters, or changes altogether, his/her prior beliefs and assumptions because other beliefs
and assumptions have been found to be more reasonable, coherent, and true. This leads to
the pressing question of what makes a belief true? Or as Roderick Chisholm phrases the
question, "How can I distinguish those things I am justified in believing from those things
I am not justified in believing" (1989, p. 1)? Even though this is a huge question and
cannot be discussed in detail in this paper, it has to be answered or there is no basis for
analysis. In order to teach students to analyze, ESL teachers need to have a clear basis
upon which a text, or statement, can be analyzed. |

Truth is a statement about beliefs. Basically there are two general positions in
regards to defining what is true. Either one's beliefs are true because they reflect the way
the world is, or one's beliefs are true because they cohere amongst themselves. The later is
commonly referred to as coherentism, which provides an epistemic basis for relativism. In
Allan Bloom's influential book, The Closing of the American Mind, he noted that "there is
one thing a professor can be absolutely certain of: almost every student entering the
university believes, or says he believes, that truth is relative" (Bloom, 1987, p. 25). Why
then, if truth is relative, are students in school? Why are people writing books and papers
and giving lectures on their knowledge and beliefs if they really believe that truth is
relative? In fact, the very claim that truth is relative is self-refuting. Relativists claim that
all truth, except of course the truth of the statement "truth is relative," is relative. The view
that everyone's beliefs are equally valuable and correct as long as they cohere amongst
themselves, though extremely popular, is clearly in error.

The other view, which acknowledges the existence of absolute truth, holds that a

belief or knowledge claim is true if it accurately reflects the way that the world is. This
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theory is known as "the correspondence theory of truth.” Albert Einstein defined the
theory in saying that "a true representation is one that corresponds faithfully to whatever it |
represents” (Oller & Omdahl, 1994, p. 244). Granted then, that knowledge is that which
corresponds faithfully to the way that the world is, how can a person know if a claim
accurately reflects the world? This is where an understanding of what epistemologists refer
to as foundationalism is helpful.

Foundationalism holds that "even if there could be infinite or circular belief chains,
they could not be sources of knowledge or justification" (Audi, 1993, p. 207). Though
many of a person's beliefs are inferred, such as the inference that the lawn will soon get
soaked because it is starting to rain hard, not all beliefs can be inferred. Audi explains the
reason for this.

If knowledge or justified belief arises through inference, it requires belief of at least

one premise, and that belief can produce knowledge or justified belief of a

proposition inferred from the premise only if the premise belief is itself an instance

of knowledge or at least justified. But if the premise belief is justified, it must be so
by virtue of something--otherwise it would be self-justified, and hence a kind of
foundational belief after all. (Audi, 1993, p. 207) [italics in the original]
Audi then goes on to explain that if indeed some beliefs or knowledge claims are justified,
then some justified beliefs or knowledge claims must be foundational. That is, they "arise
(in a certain way) from experience” (Audi, 1993, p. 207).

Contemporary foundationalism holds that knowledge and justified belief seems to
stem from four basic sources: perception and consciousness, both of which fall under the
line of rational intuition, and reflection and memory, which fall under the line of logical
reflection (Audi, 1993). A justified perceptual belief means, for example, that if a i)erson
looks out a window and sees a tree, then the person is most likely justified in believing that
there is a tree outside the window. An example of a belief justified because of
consciousness would be a person's knowledge that he is currently thinking about running

in arace. A belief justified by means of reflection would be the justified belief that if

person A istaller than B and B is taller than C, then A is taller than C. Finally, though
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justification simply by memory is widely disputed, it means that a person is justified in
believing that he ate frozen yogurt yesterday simply by virtue of being able to recall doing
sO.

The foundationalist has a basis for understanding what does and what does not
correspond faithfully with the way the world is. Audi explains, "The foundationalist tends
to see experience as a mirror of nature . . . . Some experiences are produced by external
states of the world . . . and second, that (normally) the experiences in some way match
their causes" (1993, p. 207) [italics in the original]. Another metaphor that foundationalists
use is that of a thermometer. Like a thermometer, which accurately responds to the
surrounding temperature, each perceptual belief is a reliable response to the external world
(Audi, 1993).

Understanding these fundamental questions and answers is indispensable when
teaching and doing critical thinking. Roderick Chisholm concisely states the possibility and
importance of knowing how beliefs are justified.

The ability to ask, "What can I know?" and "What am I justified in believing?"

presupposes that one has the concepts of knowledge and of epistemic justification.

If I can ask what it is that I know or can know and if I can ask whether I am more

justified in believing some things than in believing other things, then I have some

understanding of what it is to know something and of what it is to be justified or to
be unjustified in believing something. 'It would be absurd to look for something if
one had no idea at all of what one is looking for." This means that I am capable of

at least figuring out what it would be to have an epistemically respectable set of

beliefs. (Chisholm, 1989, p. 5)

Foundationalism provides a framework through which to see how a belief might be
justified.

The foundationalist holds that beliefs are ultimately justified in any one of the four
above-mentioned ways: perception, consciousness, reflection, or memory. Likewise, in
the EAP classroom, the good instructor will teach students to analyze the accuracy of the

information and conclusions within a text, and help them see if stated claims and beliefs

might ultimately receive their justification through one of these four.areas. This means that
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because students are rational human beings they should be able to more or less trust their
perceptions and capacities to give accurate information about the way the world is. Of
course, there has been a great deal of skepticism about the trustworthiness of one's
epistemic capacities. However, for the purpose of this paper it is sufficient to say that
unless one has good reason for doubting his/her epistemic capacities (i.e., a color blind
person asked to judge the color of a car) one can generally trust his/her perception,
consciousness, reflection, and memory.

Since many of the beliefs a person holds are inferred and not justified in and of
themselves through one of the above four areas, a tool through which claims or
conclusions can be analyzed to see whether or not they are justified is necessary. The
primary tool used for analysis is logic. Norman Geisler and Ronald Brooks, co-authors of
the book Come, Let Us Reason: An Introduction to Logical Thinking, define logic in the
following way. "Logic is the study of right reason or valid inferences and the attending
fallacies, formal and informal" (1990, p. 12). Put more simply, logic is "a way to think so
that we can come to correct conclusions by understanding implications and the mistakes
people often make in thinking" (Geisler & Brooks, 1990, p. 13). Teaching students to
think critically about the information and claims in texts necessarily involves helping
students understand the principles of logic.

When helping students discover logical principles it is also important to make them
aware of the distinction between truth and validity. The validity of an argument is
concerned with whether or not the conclusion follows from the premises. However,
whether or not those premises and conclusion correspond faithfully with reality, refers to
the truth of an argument. In order for an argument to be a good logical argument it must be
both valid and true. When an argument is both valid and true, it is usually called a sound

argument (Geisler & Brooks, 1990).
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Teaching students to think critically by assisting them in discovering logic is often
criticized as being too narrow in scope and too theoretical. This criticism has some validity
based on education's modern view of logic. The problem, however, is in a person's
narrow view of logic, not a problem inherent in logic itself. Notice how the view of logic
has changed over time. In the early days of the university, logic was viewed as "necessary
to produce graduates with keen thinking abilities" (Meyers, 1986, p. 3). Today, however,
logic is seen as "one specialized discipline among many" (Meyers, 1986, p. 3). It seems
that in today's modern world the general view towards logic and its necessity has become
much more narrow in scope. Unfortunately, this has resulted in a failure to recognize that
logic actually penetrates all areas of life. Whether formal logical structures are stated
explicitly or not, the principles of logic are used all the time and in every discipline (Geisler
& Brooks, 1990). Perhaps the logic used in literature, science, and businéss is more
difficult to uncover than the logic used in philosophy texts, but logic is used in every
discipline. The ability to discover the logic that is used in every text and to produce logical
work should be a primary focus of university students. |

In order to be good critical thinkers and produce quality, sound work, students
must be able and willing to examine their own beliefs as well as those of others. "Good
thinking requires that one know exactly what he (or someone else) has committed himself
to when he (or someone else) made that statement” (Runkle, 1978, p. 3). The examination
of one's beliefs, claims, and statements should serve to make the person more confident in
beliefs that are true and less confident in those that are false.

The difficulty, however, in examining one's own deeply held beliefs cannot be
underestimated. Affective factors that critical thinking involves will be discussed in more
detail in chapter three. Although this analysis of one's own logic and that of others is
extremely difficult, the positive changes that it should bring to the individual are of great

value. Dewey wrote about the intellectual responsibility individuals should have. "To be

37

46



intellectually responsible is to consider the consequences of a projected step; it means to be
willing to adopt these consequences when they follow reasonably from any position
already taken. Intellectual responsibility secures integrity; that is to say, consistency and
harmony in belief" (Dewey, 1933, p. 32). Intellectual responsibility involves not only
harmony among one's own beliefs, but also consistency between one's beliefs and the way
that the world is. Students often fail to examine their existing beliefs and are satisfied with
offering a few arguments for a point of view that is compatible with their existing beliefs.
This is often referred to as a "make-sense epistemology" (Kurfiss, 1988, p. 46) and is not
a part of good critical thinking.

Learning to think critically is difficult work because it involves more than acquiring
skills and knowledge. In learning to think critically one must deal "with assumptions about
knowledge, truth, authority and inquiry implicit in the process itself" (Kurfiss, 1988, p.
51). Ceritical thinking instruction is also hard work, but it is important and necessary work,
especially within the EAP classroom, as chapter one and two have explained. By helping
EAP students discover tools, and sharpen their skills that aid in text analysis, teachers will

enable students to profit from the benefits of critical thinking.
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3. AFFECTIVE FACTORS

Critical thinking involves carefully examining the claims and beliefs stated in texts,
as well as one's own, to see if they are both valid and true. The goal, of course, is to
improve one's belief structure by means of intelligent reasoning. While the reward of
gaining increased confidence in beliefs that are true and less confidence in beliefs that are
false is great in and of itself, other benefits of continually developing and using critical
thinking skills are particularly manifested when the learner is an EAP student. Having
good critical thinking skills will be both necessary and helpful throughout the EAP
student's future university experience.

Though the need for critical thinking instruction is often clear to the instructors, |

perhaps the students, especially those who come from backgrounds where critical thinking

" is not encouraged, will not understand the importance of this type of instruction. Thinking

critically is difficult and often uncomfortable work. For this reason it is vital that students
be motivated to expend energy developing their skills. It would be helpful to look at the
teaching of critical thinking in the EAP classroom through the framework of innovation in

the classroom.

Critical Thinking Instruction as Classroom Innovation
Since many EAP students may have never experienced critical thinking instruction
and practice before, the whole process may seem like an unnecessary waste of time and
energy, too difficult, or even wrong to them. How does one person (the teacher) go about

motivating others (the students) to engage in a difficult task if their outlook concerning the
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value of the task is of the above-mentioned nature? This is where research in the area of
introducing innovation can be helpful. Ron White defines innovation as "a deliberate
effort, perceived as new and intended to bring about improvement" (1993, p. 244). The
challenge of introducing innovative techniques is no stranger to the field of ESL.. Some of
the research in this area can be beneficial to EAP teachers who are struggling to help their
students catch their vision in regards to the value of critical thinking.

Introducing innovative ideas into a classroom is always going to be a challenge
because it will often be viewed as a threat to one's deeply held beliefs and foundational
cultural elements (Pennington, 1995). Prabhu notes that "there is always a conflict or
mismatch between old and new perceptions and, more seriously, a threat to prevailing
routines and to the sense of security dependent on them" (1987, p. 104). If the students
come from backgrounds where they have been told not to critically analyze the material they
read, and that it is a sign of weakness, or a challenge to authority to question someone or
something, then they are not likely to burst forth with a great measure of enthusiasm
towards this strange new concept. In fact, most students may be quite resistant to the initial
idea of critical thinking instruction. The concept of learning by means of the critical
thinking process will probably be a foreign practice to many EAP students. Pennington
states that students often view innovation as a threat because it involves, "challenging,
ultimately deconstructing, and then reconstructing ingrained practices and long-held
beliefs" (Pennington, 1995, p. 707). This challenge will be especially evident in the EAP
classroom not only because the students are foreign to the western educational system
where these skills are usually valued throughout a person's upbringing, but also because
the typical EAP student is an adult who already has a lot of time and energy invested in his

practices and beliefs (Meyers, 1986).
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Three Steps to Implementing Innovation

Researchers suggest several steps for introducing innovative ideas. These steps
include gathering accurate information, promoting awareness of the need, and maintaining

clear and frequent communication.

Gathering Accurate Information.

The first step is to gather accurate information. Instructors who hope to have
success in teaching students the value and skills of critical thinking should try to gather
some information about the students' educational background, areas of interest, and
attitudes towards critical thinking. If teachers have a little information about their class,
they can have a better idea of where, and how far, to go during the semester. A simple
way to do this is to hand out a survey at the beginning of the semester. Of course, surveys
cannot be 100% accurate because often people will say one thing and then do another
(Holliday, 1992), but they can be quite helpful in giving teachers a general idea about their
students. A sample survey has been provided (see Table 1).

Though teachers will have to adjust their surveys according to their specific classes,
the sample provided gives some ideas of the types of questions that can be asked on the
initial survey. The sample questions seek information about the student's background,
reasons for choosing to study at an English speaking university, expectations for the class,

beliefs about essays, and special areas of interest.
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Table 1

Student Survey (Reading/Writing)

Name:

What country are you from?

Why do you hope to attend an English speaking university?

What skills do you hope to learn in this class? (Circle all that apply)

summarizing paraphrasing reading faster

analyzing predicting writing persuasive essays
recognizing author bias researching questioning

critical thinking inferencing essay organization
vocabulary grammar other:

What do you think makes a good essay? (Number 1-5 in order of
importance. 1= most important, 2 = second most important, etc.)

good organization

good reasons and examples
correct grammar

clearly stated ideas
coherence/ unity

What topics are you interested in? (Circle the five that interest you most)

technology medicine/ health
history moral issues/ ethics
nature/ environment sports

music education

world events other:
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Promoting Awareness of the Need.

The second step that teachers should take in their hopes of successfully introducing
critical thinking instruction into their classrooms is to establish an awareness of the need
that exists for its instruction. ESL teachers need to make it clear to the students why it is
important to learn these skills. A strong case for the necessity of learning these skills can
be made if EAP teachers simply concentrate on the fact that these are skills that their future
university professors will expect them to have. However, students need to be told and
shown that the reason they are doing specific things in their EAP classes is to prepare them
for their future. It cannot simply be assumed that EAP students understand that what they
do in their EAP classes is actually preparing them for their future university study in more
ways than simply learning English grammar.

The most important part in creating an awareness of the need, however, is to help
students understand that these skills are important not only because their future teachers
will expect them to have these skills, but because these skills have value in and of
themselves. Critical thinking is a valuable tool. During the first few days of the semester,
it is probably sufficient to tell the students that it will be necessary for them to develop
critical thinking skills for their university education. However, as time goes on teachers
must seek to create a deeper sense of the need that exists.

In order to establish the real value of critical thinking, teac;hers may need to address
their students' fundamental beliefs about the purpose of education. Teachers should
challenge their students with this question. Is the purpose of education simply to learn
basic facts or is it to learn how to reason (and/or think)? Jonathan Fife explains, "If
education is only to teach basic facts, then critical thinking plays only a minor role and rote
learning is sufficient. If, however, the role of education is to develop greater reasoning

skills in order to cope with, and make decisions about life and society, then critical thinking



plays a central position, since reasoning is impossible without critical thinking" (Fife,
1988, p. xv).

Perhaps the best way to teach students the value of critical thinking is not to tell
them, but to show them. Teachers can begin by making studentS aware of the critical
thinking that they already do every day of their lives. For example, a student listens to the
weather on Tuesday night and the weather man says, "Wednesday will be a clear day."
Then on Wednesday morning the student wakés up and looks out the window. Thinking
s/he would see the sun shining, the student is surprised to see that it is raining outside. The
student then walks out the door with an umbrella. Though this example may sound simple,
the student has just demonstrated the use of critical thinking in order to make a decision.
The student experienced conflicting reports from the Tuesday night weather forecast and
her/his perception on Wednesday morning. In light of the situation s/he had to use her/his
reasoning abilities and decide what was true: the weatherman's report or her/his
perceptions. Based on the decision to take an umbrella (an inference--that if it is raining
s/he will get wet unless an umbrella is taken), it seems clear that the student decided that it
was more reasonable to trust her/his perception than the Tuesday night weather man.

This example shows how important critical thinking skills are everyday. The
student in the example had to make a decision about whether to take an umbrella or not.
This decision may seem quite easy, but the whole process can get deep quite quickly. The
decisions people make and the processes they use to make those decisions are vitally
important. Teachers need to show students the deeper and more difficult critical thinking
that must be done to arrive at other types of conclusions. Rather than opting for the easier
task of just presenting knowledge to the class, teachers can demonstrate how knowledge is
determined and how truth is discovered. Teachers should often show students how
conclusions have been and can be reached. They also need to allow students time to

practice arriving at logical, true conclusions on their own. Examples of how to do this will
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be given in chapter 4. However, students need to build up confidence and trust before they
will be willing to invest in something that they are not used to, so teachers must remember
to start simple and then move to more complex situations.

Malone (1981) suggests three factors that can arouse students' intrinsic motivation:
curiosity, challenge, and fantasy. A teacher who tries to bring these factors into the
classroom may help students feel the need and desire for critical thinking instruction.
These factors can easily play a part in the classroom.

Curiosity is aroused when students experience inadequacies in their knowledge.

“Challenge requires personally meaningful goals, uncertain outcomes, and difficulty
levels and feedback that enhance rather than damage self-esteem. Fantasy intrinsic
to the subject (as in a game that presents realistic problems and naturalistic
feedback) enhances both learning and intrinsic motivation. (Malone, 1981, quoted

in Kurfiss, 1988, p. 47)

Many educators have found that one way to effectively use these factors is to use
controversial, complex issues that students care about (Paul, 1986). Students need to
actively struggle with real problems, and see that their instructors do the same. When
courses provide opportunities for students to come face to face with the differing ideas of
authors and other students, many times students are forced to rethink their ideas. Why do
they hold a certain belief? What is the correct position? Students who discover that they
have no grounds for their beliefs often realize that they must either find new justifications
or revise their own beliefs in the light of better arguments (Kurfiss, 1988). The teacher can

then show the students how critical thinking can provide students with the tools and a

framework for what needs to be done.

Maintaining Clear and Frequent Communication.

One of the primary keys to maintaining the balance between challenging and
supporting the students is to have continual communication. Being taught to think critically
will probably be an instructional change for students, and they will need to be told and

shown explicitly about the purpose, value, and grading of critical thinking. Everard and



Morris (1985) agree that communication is vital. They explain that students need to have a
clear picture of what critical thinking will mean for them. What will it cause them to do
differently? How will critical thinking be evaluated? Clarity will grow through continual
dialogue and questioning.

Teachers need to continually show and tell their students what they want them to
do. This means that students need very clear instructions, guidance, and feedback. One
way to focus on clear communication is to use the cognitive apprenticeship model of
teaching as described by Collins, Brown, and Newman (1989). This model was described
in chapter 2, but to quickly review, it involves modeling, coaching, and fading. The model
is based on Vygotskian learning theory which holds that with some assistance learners are
able to perform at a level higher than their actual level. This model allows students to see
what critical thinking involves and what the result of critical thinking can look like. It also
helps them to gain confidence in what they are potentially capable of doing. Clear
communication and personal attention are fundamental to this theory.

One way to practice this theory in the classroom is to give the students writing
templates. Teachers who use templates for clearly communicating what they want their
students to do have experienced notable results (Velis, 1997a). The templates are basic
frames students can use to help them organize their thoughts and write them in a clear
format. Often teachers will give their students a sample model of a completed template.
Then the students will only be given the basic frame work and they will fill in the template
with their own writing about the given topic. Teachers will then coach their students along
through feedback on the various drafts, essays, and improvements the students are making
as well as the areas in which they need additional work. Over time the assistance will fade
out as the student learns to do more and more on his own. A sample template has been

provided (see Table 2).
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Table 2

Sample Template

Basic critical summary format

The author takes a (state position on issue)

He supports his position by noting that

He illustrates this point by

Furthermore, he substantiates his position by noting

The author draws an analogy between (X and Y)

His main point is that (In summary, the author has built a case for X)

The argument of the author was (give your evaluation: well-reasoned, weak in that
. ., essentially flawed). Support your position - did you support or reject the author's

argument? Which of his premises did you find most compelling?

(Source: Velis, 1997b, p. 1)
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The following is a sample of what a thirteen-year-old, female, ESL student was
able to produce with the aid of a template and coaching.

Another point of opposition for the woman's right over her own body is that this

abortion rights argument is guilty of special pleading. He [Beckwith] backs up this

point by demonstrating that when the abortion rights advocate appeals to a woman's
right to control her own body while ignoring the possibility that this control may
entail the death of another, he is guilty of selecting principles that support his

position while ignoring principles that conflict with it. For instance, when a

smoker smokes in a small area, although he has a right to control his own body, it

causes the nonsmoker to be ill, and this is ignoring the nonsmoker's right to control
his own body. Overall, I found his case convincing because certainly a fetus is not

a part of a woman's body, and "no one's right to personal autonomy is so strong

that it permits the arbitrary execution of another." (Velis, 1997a, p. 93)

Through clear communication of the instructions and expectations, thorough modeling, and
systematic coaching, students can produce high-quality, critical writing.

A second area where communication must be explicit is in the relationship between
the course goals and the daily classroom procedures (Krashen & Terrell, 1983). Students
may have a difficult time making the connection between a particular task or skillanda
potential learning outcome. If students do not see that value in a particular task they
probably will not work at it very hard, and most likely they will not get very much out of it.
By simply giving the students reasons why the class is doing something, teachers can make
a difference in the attitudes of the students and in their learning outcomes.

Another area in which clear communication is absolutely crucial is in the grading
system. If critical thinking is going to be a key focus of the class then presumably there
will be some grading based on the students' critical thinking. Normally, critical thinking
will be graded as a subskill of a more holistic task such as writing an essay, for example.
The grading of critical thinking usually presents a challenge to teachers, and students often
have difficulty understanding or accepting why and how a teacher arrived at a particular

grade for their critical thinking. There are several ways instructors can try to lessen the

confusion.
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The first way is to continually reiterate to the students that there is a great deal of
objectivity in the critical thinking arena. As stressed before in this paper, there is such a
thing as correct thinking. Students who have arrived at conclusions through building
sound arguments demonstrate that they know what is involved in clear thinking. However,
students who fail to use all the available information, or alter information, and draw
conclusions that do not logically flow from the premises are probably not thinking clearly. |
The teacher should be able to point out spec;ﬁc areas in which a student needs
improvement. Hopefully, as the students grow in their understanding of critical thinking,
they will also be able to discern a good criti‘cal thinker from one who is not so good.

The second way to try to lessen the grading confusion is to clearly communicate to
the students the grading criterion that will be used. Students need to see and understand
beforehand exactly what their professor is looking for. The specific grading criterion
should be handed out and explained to the students before they begin their assignments.
Teachers should even "illustrate the criterion in specific examples of students' work"
(Kurfiss, 1988, p. 87). Anything that teachers can do beforehand to help clarify in their
own minds the reasons for the grade they give, and to help lessen the confusion students
have about the grades, will be very helpful in explaining to students the grading process.
There is bound to be a student who will challenge a grade, especially in a difficult area such
as critical thinking. However, if teachers have clear, specific criteria laid out ahead of time
that they can point to, hopefully the grading controversies will be minimal.

In conclusion, critical thinking instruction will often seem innovative in the EAP
classroom. Research and methods about how to introduce innovative ideas into the
classroom were discussed to show how the innovative idea (innovative to the students) of
teaching critical thinking in the EAP classroom might be implemented successfully. The
three steps to successful implementation discussed were gathering accurate information,

promoting awareness of the need, and maintaining clear and frequent communication.
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Value Neutrality
Since the position of this paper is likely to be highly controversial amongst both
faculty and students, the issue of value neutrality in the classroom should be discussed.
Many times opponents to both the traditional ways of teaching critical thinking and the idea
that correct thinking exists, argue that when teaching students thinking skills teachers are
more often concerned with teaching students what to think rather than how to think
(Villanueva, 1993). This accusation is probably correct, but it is not anything to be
ashamed of. After all, it is the role of the educator to guide students towards that which is
true and to help them develop the skills which will allow them to discern for themselves
what premises are true and what conclusions are valid. If the goal is to help students learn
to think well, then the educator must show the students how this can be done. It seems that
teaching students how to think cannot be separated from teaching them what to think.
Teaching students how and what to think is not anything to be ashamed of when
true, accurate beliefs are the goal. Helping someone learn how to improve their noetic
structure (i.e., hold more true and coherent beliefs) is a very worthwhile task because there
is such value in having true beliefs both practically and theoretically (Runkle, 1978).
Baron explains why teaching students how and what to think is of great importance where
truth is concerned.
Why have true beliefs as opposed to false ones? True beliefs, and accurate
probabilities may be helpful in accurately foreseeing the consequences of actions
and plans, hence, in choosing plans that will succeed, so as to maximize utility as
determined by those plans. The value of such foresight may seem limited when
viewed from the perspective of narrow self-interest, for which little knowledge may
be required (relative to the knowledge that schools and colleges routinely try to
import). But when plans concern themselves with the long-term welfare of society
or humanity, for moral reasons, the practical value of knowledge . . . is
considerable.
Second, the attainment of true beliefs and accurate probabilities could be a goal in
its own right in each of our plans. If there is such a goal--and there is every reason
to think that people are innately curious--it would be worthwhile for the educator to
encourage its development, because of the other benefits of having accurate beliefs.

Traits that lead to accurate beliefs are traits that we would want to encourage in
ourselves and others, regardless of our other ends or theirs. (Baron, 1985, p. 80-

1.
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Furthermore, itis an impossible expectation to tell a teacher that he should
completely separate the teaching of how to think from the teaching of what to think. This is
because research suggests that value neutrality, which is essentially what this boils down
to, is not possible in the classroom. In fact, "The very supposition of being values neutral
is based on a value and therefore is not neutral" (Poulshock, 1989, p. 11). Poulshock
explains that teachers cannot remain completely neutral; simply by the materials and
methods they choose teachers will be communicating their values. Every action and every
choice a teacher makes implies certain values. Since value neutral education is not
possible, Poulshock (1989) suggests that both -teachers and students be genuine and honest
about their values instead of always trying to cover them up and pretend like the classroom
is value-free.

Kurfiss addresses the fact thaf most educators feel reluctant to discuss moral and
ethical issues in the classroom (1988). However, she notes that when teaching critical
thinking one cannot avoid questions about values. Kurfiss holds that if critical thinking is
going to influence behavior, it must address the points of intersection between a person's
professional and private lives. "Teaching students technical skills to achieve goals while
excluding discussion of the values those goals imply reduces critical thinking to a narrow
set of technical skills, violating a fundamental purpose of instruction in critical thinking"
(Kurfiss, 1988, p. 69).

Kurfiss even speculates about the possibility that the reason moral development lags
behind intellectual development is largely due to the reluctance educators have towards
engaging students in ethical deliberations. She writes that when instructor's show such
reluctance "they reduce the probability that students' knowledge will influence their
personal and professional actions toward rational, socially, and responsible ends. To the
extent that a wider, developmental view of critical thinking is adopted, the prospects for

greater intellectual and ethical maturity of college graduates will be greatly improved"
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(Kurfiss, 1988, p. 70). The fact that values cannot and should not be avoided in the
classroom does not mean that instructors should use their authority to insist on their own
particular view. Rather, teachers can ask questions which prompt the students to talk about
their own values, beliefs, and assumptions and then encourage the students to evaluate their
beliefs in terms of coherence and consistency. Though teachers may approach values
interaction in their classrooms differently, it is important that teachers not try to avoid the
fact that everyone holds certain values, beliefs, and assumptions and that these beliefs have

an important role in the critical thinking process.
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4. PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS

Although the authors of many ESL reading/writing textbooks have incorporated
critical thinking instruction into their materials, teachers need to be able to discern the
quality and extensiveness of a particular text's coverage so that they will not omit any
important component which the text fails to cover. In order to do this teachers must be
aware of what critical thinking instruction actually looks like in practice. This chapter will
discuss the skills that are necessary for thinking critically and show examples of how the
skills could be taught. (See also Appendices A and B which are tools for evaluating critical

thinking instruction in textbooks).

Understanding

Before students can think critically about a text they must be able to understand the
meaning of the text. This section will explore some possibilities for helping students
understand the author's intended message of the text. The purpose of this step towards
critical thinking is that the students might be able to take a sincere look at what the author is
really trying to say. The focus is not whether or not the student agrees with the author, but
rather, it is on what points the author makes and how the ideas in the text are developed.
This following section will focus on some of the skills and methods teachers can use to

help students understand texts.



The Unifying Topic

Students need to learn to recognize the specific unifying tdpic around which all the
material is centered. Once students recognize the unifying topic teachers can help students
understand the author's pattern of organization as well as how each idea and section relate
to the topic. Helping students find the topic sentences and key words will help them to
understand the relationships between the various parts of a text. Finally, by showing
students how to construct a diagram or outline, teachers can allow students to put together a
visual representation of the relationships and hierarchy of ideas presented in the text.

The first step students should take in seeking to understand a text is to look at the
title, subtitles, or pictures. What is the text about? What is the topic? It may be helpful to
simply point out to students that the text will be centered around a specific topic, and all the
information in the text should relate somehow to that topic. One of the student's primary
tasks is to figure out the relationship between the information in the text and the central

topic. Activities such as the following can give students practice in doing this.

Directions: Circle the word which is the best topic for all the other words.
hose wheelbarrow garden equipment shovel

trowel sprinkler hoe rake

Directions: Write the unifying topic of the group of words.

Topic:
Lincoln Reagan Bush Washington
Nixon Clinton Carter Jefferson

(Exercises adapted from Mikulecky & Jeffries, 1996, p. 70).
The following exercises move students beyond simply finding the relation between a group

of individual words to finding the topic of a paragraph.
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Example:

In most industrialized countries, family patterns have changed in recent
years. Families used to be large, and most mothers stayed home to take care of the
children. They were usually entirely responsible for all the housework, too.
Fathers did not often see the children, except to play with them on the weekends.
Now that families are smaller and many women are working, this has changed
somewhat. Fathers often help with the housework. More importantly, they can be
much more involved in the lives of their children. They may feed and dress their
children and take them to school in the mornings.

What is this paragraph about? Think carefully and then write the topic. It should
not be too specific or too general.

Topic:

Explanation: A good topic for this paragraph would be "How family patterns have
changed." If you wrote something similar, that is okay, too. For example, "Recent
changes in family patterns" is also a good answer. "Families" is too general.

"How fathers care for their children" is too specific. (Mikulecky & Jeffries, 1996,
p- 83) [italics in the original]

The Main Idea
Once students have identified the topic they must move on to recognize the main
idea. What does the author say about the topic? Why, and how was the text written? In
order to answer these questions teachers should help students identify the topic sentences,
the supporting ideas, and the pattern of organization. The topic sentence will usually
include the main idea and clues about the pattern of organization the author will use in the
paragraph. Most reading or writing texts will give students practice in how to both identify
and write topic sentences. The following is typical of the practice exercises that ESL
student texts use.
Directions: The following paragraph needs a topic sentence. Read the paragraph and list
the supporting ideas it contains. Then, circle the number of the best topic sentence.
In introductions as well as in general conversations, speakers maintain frequent eye
contact. That is, they look directly at each other. Most people become nervous if
there is too much eye contact: This is called staring. When shaking hands, people
shake firmly and briefly. The expression "He shakes hands like a dead fish" refers

to a limp or weak handshake, a sign in American culture of a weak character.
Prolonged handshaking is not unusual.
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Supporting Ideas

Topic Sentences

1. Direct eye contact is important during introductions in the United States.

2. In America, limp handshakes are a sign of weak character.

3. Direct eye contact and firm handshakes during introductions are customary in
the United States. (Blass & Pike-Baky, 1996, p. 15) [italics in the

original]

In the book Developing Reading Skills Frangoise Grellet provides good examples
of exercises teachers can give their students to help them identify the topic and main ideas,
recognize the relationship between the various ideas and the topic, and differentiate between
the main ideas and the supporting ideas in a text. The following is an example.

I don't know why UFOs are never sighted over large cities by hordes of people.
But it is consistent with the idea that there are no space vehicles from elsewhere in
our skies. I suppose it is also consistent with the idea that space vehicles from
elsewhere avoid large cities. However, the primary argument against recent
extraterrestrial visitation is the absence of evidence.

Take leprechauns. Suppose there are frequent reports of leprechauns.
Because I myself am emotionally predisposed in favor of leprechauns, I would
want to check the evidence especially carefully. Suppose I find that 500 picnickers
independently saw a green blur in the forest. Terrific. But so what? This is
evidence only for a green blur. Maybe it was a fast hummingbird. Such cases are
reliable but not particularly interesting.

Now suppose that someone reports: "I was walking through the forest and
came upon a convention of 7,000 leprechauns. We talked for a while and I was
taken down into their hole in the ground and shown pots of gold and feathered
green hats. I will reply: "Fabulous! Who else went along?" And he will say,
"Nobody," or "My fishing partner." This is a case that is interesting but unreliable.
In a case of such importance, the uncorroborated testimony of one or two people is
almost worthless. What I want is for the 500 picnickers to come upon the 7,000
leprechauns . . . or vice versa.

The situation is the same with UFOs. The reliable cases are uninteresting
and the interesting cases are unreliable. Unfortunately, there are no cases that are
both reliable and interesting.

1. Give a title to the passage.

2. If you had to pick out one sentence in the whole passage to sum up the main
idea, which one would you choose?

3. Find the topic sentence of each paragraph.
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4. Which words of the first paragraph do the second and third paragraphs develop?
2:
3:
5. Find at least one instance of:
- an illustration:
- arestatement
6. What words are used to introduce the two illustrations given in the text?

7. The following points are all mentioned in the text. Next to each of them, write
down M if you think it represents a main idea in the passage and S if you
think it is only a non-essential, supporting detail:

_ Space vehicles from elsewhere avoid large cities.

_The primary argument against recent extraterrestrial visitation is the
absence of evidence.

_ The author is emotionally predisposed in favour of leprechauns.

_The fact that 500 picnickers saw a green light in the forest is terrific.

_The green blur might have been a hummingbird.

_ Cases such as that of the picnickers are not interesting.

_Someone said the leprechauns took him down their hole.

_ The man said his fishing partner was with him.

_The reliable cases are uninteresting and the interesting cases are unreliable.

(Carl Sagan, Other Worlds, Bantam, 1975, quoted in Grellet, 1981, pp. 95-96)

Patterns of Organization Through Sienal Words

Another way to teach students how to understand what an author is saying is to -
help the students recognize how the author has organized the information. Is the
information in the paragraph organized based on various examples, reasons, a sequence of
steps, or of chronological events? Is the author comparing/contrasting several items, or do
the ideas have a cause/effect relationship? Teachers can help their students recognize
various signal words that authors use to show how the ideas are organized. The following
is an example of how signal words can give the reader clues to see that the paragraph's
ideas are organized based on their cause-effect relationship. The signal words are
underlined.

Example:

In 1989, the Exxon Valdez oil tanker spilled millions of gallons of oil in Alaska's

Prince William Sound. Biologists who have studied the local wildlife have noted

the consequences of the spill. It has resulted in a great decline in the number of
birds in the area. The spill also has caused many young harbor seals to suffer from
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brain damage and death. Killer whales also felt the impact of the spill. Since 1989,
more than one third of the whale population has disappeared.

The main idea of this paragraph is: The oil spill in Alaska resulted in many harmful
effects on animals. The signal words call your attention to each cause or effect the
author mentions. (Mikulecky & Jeffries, 1996, p. 102) [italics and underlining in
the original]
Mikulecky and Jeffries' text, More Reading Power, provides excellent explanations, lists
of signal words, and practice exercises for helping students identify patterns of
organizations.

Drawing students' attention to an author's signal words is also a good way to help
the students realize what type of information is going to follow. For example, if an author
uses the word "therefore," that word should tell the students that the statement that follows
is going to draw a conclusion or note a result that is linked explicitly with the prior
information. Students should be able to identify both the prior information and the
concluding statement or result that relates to that information. If an author uses the word
"however," two ideas are being contrasted, and the student should be able to point out What
the contrasting ideas are. Teachers have to help students put the pieces together, especially
when the language and material are difficult. Teachers can show students how the words
and information in a text are linked together by making an overhead of a section of the text,
highlighting key words, and asking the students lots of specific questions. For example, if

the text has the word "however," ask the students what two things are being contrasted. If

the text says "this idea . . . ," ask the students what idea the author is talking about.

Developing an Qutline

It is often useful to help students develop an outline of the points of the text. In
doing so, students will have to pick out the most important information and prioritizé itina
hierarchical format. Learning to prioritize information is often quite difficult for beginners,

but it is crucial in seeking to understand the author's main points and the flow of the text.
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A good way to help students learn to outline a paragraph is to write the structure of the
outline for them, label what information they need to put in each part, and then let them fill
in the blanks. This will help students see what it means to develop an outline and how to
differentiate between the various levels of importance of information in the paragraph.
Table 3 is an example of a framework students could be given to fill in based upon a

paragraph they would have.

Table3

Outline ofa Péra‘ggaph

An outline of a well-organized paragraph might look like this:

I. Topic Sentence : States the main idea.
II. Bridge: Says more about the main idea or leads into
the examples (optional)

III. Examples: Support the main idea with facts, details, etc.
A. Example 1
B. Example 2
C. Example 3

IV. Restatement: Restates the main idea

(Source: Blass & Pike-Baky, 1996, p. 39)

Summarizing

Once students are able to prioritize information and recognize various patterns of
organization used in texts, which help them understand relationships between the various
ideas and the main idea, they are ready to learn how to summarize. Summarizing is a very
important skill for students to have. Homework assignments and exams often