
Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, Inc. (TESOL)

Comments on Dwight Atkinson's "A Critical Approach to Critical Thinking in TESOL": A Case
for Critical Thinking in the English Language Classroom
Author(s): Bruce W. Davidson
Source: TESOL Quarterly, Vol. 32, No. 1 (Spring, 1998), pp. 119-123
Published by: Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, Inc. (TESOL)
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3587906 .

Accessed: 15/12/2013 22:31

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

 .
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 .

Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages, Inc. (TESOL) is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize,
preserve and extend access to TESOL Quarterly.

http://www.jstor.org 

This content downloaded from 88.255.96.114 on Sun, 15 Dec 2013 22:31:23 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=tesol
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3587906?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


principled communicative approach, the language teaching profession, 
we believe, has taken only the first few steps. 
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Comments on Dwight Atkinson's "A Critical 
Approach to Critical Thinking in TESOL" 

A Case for Critical Thinking in the 
English Language Classroom 

BRUCE W. DAVIDSON 
Gakuen University 

* In his article (Vol. 31, No. 1, Spring 1997), Dwight Atkinson does a 
service by directing attention to two important questions: (a) What is this 
critical thinking that some educators want to bring into the English 
language classroom, and (b) is it really appropriate in English language 
teaching? Both these issues have been missed by those who have used the 
term like a slogan or buzzword and by some who want to charge ahead 
with some program of instruction that they label critical thinking. But if 
critical thinking is worth anything, it should not be promoted like a fad 
or chanted like a mantra without much attention to its meaning or 
practicality. 

Ironically, however, to embark on a critical look at critical thinking is 
already an admission of its value. Atkinson can find no other tools 
besides the ones that critical thinking provides for his critique. He tries 
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to give reasons and evidence to prove his case that critical thinking may 
not be appropriate for the ESL/EFL class. So one might wonder why he 
would want to deny to ESL/EFL students and teachers the tools that he 
himself uses. From this phenomenon Siegel (1989) has culled an 
argument in favor of critical thinking, which he calls the "self-reflexive 
justificatory strategy" (p. 9), meaning that even the opponents of critical 
thinking must presuppose its validity in making a case against it. 

THE DEFINITION ISSUE 

The definability of critical thinking is a pillar of Atkinson's critique. 
Most of his argument rests on his own definition of critical thinking as a 
social practice. He also offers the aphorism "critical thinking is cultural 
thinking" (p. 89). If these definitions are suspect, then his argument 
collapses. What causes Atkinson to doubt that critical thinking is definable 
in terms more specific than these? Two facts: (a) that many who use the 
term cannot seem to define clearly what they mean by it and (b) that a 
variety of definitions have been offered by those in the critical thinking 
movement. I will examine both facts for their bearing on his case. 
Neither has been missed by those in the critical thinking movement 
itself. 

Atkinson argues that if a large number of professors believe critical 
thinking is important but seem unable to define it clearly, then critical 
thinking exists more as a social practice than as a clearly definable 
educational concept. However, this is a little like saying that because a 
large number of professors do not know what the acronym TESOL 
stands for, then TESOL does not exist as an understandable acronym. 
The fact proves nothing more than a lack of understanding or clarity in 
some minds about what critical thinking is. Ruminski and Hanks (1995) 
found in a survey of 172 college journalism and mass communication 
educators that the majority had no clear concept of what critical thinking 
was, though 89 percent of them believed themselves to be teaching it. In 
contrast to Atkinson, Ruminski and Hanks concluded from this not that 
the concept of critical thinking is indefinable but that instructors should 
have a clear concept of critical thinking in mind for the purposes of 
teaching and evaluation. 

Atkinson also points out that a variety of definitions of critical 
thinking have been offered and that they differ to some degree. 
However, here Atkinson misses the forest for the trees. If one looks 
closely at these definitions, it is difficult not to notice large areas of 

overlap. In fact, the definitions are often simply paraphrases of the same 
idea. The definitions usually connect critical thinking to rational judg- 
ment. Siegel (1988) has called critical thinking "the educational cognate 
of rationality" (p. 32), but on the same page he calls the critical thinker one 
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who is "appropriately moved by reasons." Lipman (1991) has defined it 
as healthy skepticism, whereas Norris and Ennis (1989) call it "reason- 
able and reflective thinking that is focused upon deciding what to believe 
and do" (p. 3). There is very little essential difference in these definitions. 

THE CULTURAL ISSUE 

Another interesting aspect of these definitions is that none of them 
mentions anything about sociology or culture, the very things that 
Atkinson equates with critical thinking. Moreover, he portrays it as a 
Western, masculine, individualistic, adversarial, and coldly rational ap- 
proach to life. Many question the accuracy of each of these modifiers, so 
this image of critical thinking appears to be a kind of straw man. For 
example, Lipman (1991) rejects the idea of the critical thinker as "a self- 
sufficient cognitive macho type, protected by an umbrella of invincibly 
powerful arguments. In reality, the reflective model is thoroughly social 
and communal" (p. 19). Ennis (1996b) concurs that critical thinking is 
just as applicable to group decision making as it is to individual decision 
making. The Western modifier has also been disputed in observations 
about the basic rationality of Japanese people (Davidson, 1995). It is an 
obvious fact that many societies discourage criticism in some contexts, 
such as the religious and political spheres. This does not mean that 
critical thinking is entirely absent from these societies. Ennis (1996b) 
argues that the problem for the educator is really one of how and when 
to introduce critical thinking, not whether critical thinking has value for 
people belonging to other cultures. Indeed, Ennis (1996a) observes that 
the alternative to doing critical thinking to some degree is to "believe 
everything that you read and hear" (p. 1). Few people anywhere seem to 
do that. 

Even if one grants the point that critical thinking is less practiced in 
cultures that value silence, imitation, submission, and conformity, this 
fact does not preclude the teaching of critical thinking to members of 
these cultures. Part of the English teacher's task is to prepare learners to 
interact with native speakers who value explicit comment, intelligent 
criticism, and intellectual assertion. Maybe even more than the L1 
teacher, we as L2 teachers have good reason to introduce higher level 
students to aspects of critical thinking. If we do not, our students may 
well flounder when they are confronted with necessity of thinking 
critically, especially in an academic setting. One Japanese student study- 
ing in Great Britain once wrote me about this problem: "I know a lot of 
Japanese students saying, 'It's so difficult for me to discuss it because I 
haven't ever thought of this kind of things' .... Also, what is worse, our 
ability of analysis or thinking deeply is totally paralyzed because of 
Japanese social condition that is regarded as 'peaceful society' by many 
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people." Far from being an argument against importing critical thinking 
into the ESL/EFL classroom, such cultural differences are a strong 
argument for its explicit introduction. 

Atkinson casts doubt on the prospects of success for critical thinking 
in the ESL/EFL classroom by referring to the lack of empirical 
confirmation of the transferability of critical thinking skills; however, 
there are also empirical indications that critical thinking can be applied 
with encouraging results in ESL/EFL contexts. Among these indications 
is the Seventh International Conference on Thinking, held June 1-6, 
1997, in Singapore. At the conference I heard presenters from Malaysia, 
Singapore, the Philippines, and other Asian regions reporting how they 
have been able to bring critical thinking approaches to their own 
teaching situations. Developed largely by Matthew Lipman and sharing 
many characteristics with critical thinking, Philosophy for Children has 
also been successfully transplanted into a number of non-English- 
speaking settings ("Philosophy," 1992).' Finally, in a pilot study using a 
commercially available critical thinking essay test, a treatment group of 
Japanese college students (n = 17) receiving supplemental instruction in 
critical thinking skills significantly outperformed a control group (n = 
19) receiving only content-based, intensive academic English instruction 
(p < .001) (Davidson & Dunham, 1997). The results seem to confirm that 
critical thinking can be taught to ESL/EFL students. 

CONCLUSION 

In short, critical thinking appears to be something more universally 
relevant than just a social practice. If some cultures differ in their present 
ability to appropriate the tools of critical thinking, it is probably only a 
difference in the degree to which critical thinking is tolerated in certain 
spheres of life. In any case, part of the task of the ESL/EFL teacher is to 
prepare students for the world outside their societies. There is even 
evidence that many students are ready for and in need of critical 
thinking. However, as Atkinson's comments show, it should certainly be a 
clearly defined and culturally adapted version of critical thinking that is 

presented in the TESOL classroom. 

'Philosophy for Children is a program for introducing philosophical study in grade-school 
teaching. The program puts greater emphasis on philosophical inquiry than on critical thinking 
and promotes a collaborative classroom in which students and teachers explore issues in a 
cooperative spirit similar to that of a group of scientific researchers. The Institute for the 
Advancement of Philosophy for Children is located at Montclair State University in Upper 
Montclair, New Jersey. Philosophy for Children has attracted worldwide attention in educa- 
tional circles, and programs have been implemented in many places, such as Mexico, Brazil, 
Australia, Iceland, Spain, and Bulgaria. 
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A Reader Reacts ... 

SIMON GIEVE 
Lancaster University 

* Dwight Atkinson's views (Vol. 31, No. 1, Spring 1997) on the critical 
thinking movement as it bears on TESOL are to be greatly welcomed, as 
he shows a clear appreciation of the nature of critical thinking as a social 
practice rather than as a decontextualised cognitive skill. His valuable 
contribution to the literature on critical thinking has inspired me to add 
some further comments on points that I think stand in need of some 
development, clarification, or correction. 

In particular I feel that there is something of a contradiction between 
his comments on the extent to which critical thinking is culturally 
located, which I take to be advocating a cultural relativity position, and 
his advocacy of the cognitive apprenticeship model as, it appears, a more 
efficient way of socialising culturally diverse, nonmainstream groups 
(which seem to include women, working-class children, non-Whites, 
immigrant communities, and overseas students-especially Chinese and 
Japanese) into the mainstream, White male, U.S. critical thinking 
culture. I also suggest that an appreciation of the difference between 
monological and dialogical views of critical thinking may help to clarify a 
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