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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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number of problems and apparent inconsistencies. Finally, I suggest that 
it is necessary to locate the debate on critical thinking within a wider 
social-theoretical landscape before one can make principled practical 
decisions about how to deal with the issue of critical thinking in 
educational situations, with particular reference to cross-cultural class- 
room situations that are part and parcel of TESOL. 

Critical thinking is a social practice, as indeed are language itself 
(Kress, 1985) and, of course, education, and whereas some cognitivists 
may choose to conceive of critical thinking purely in terms of higher 
order thinking skills, some influential academics speaking from the 
heart of the informal logic movement recognise that it has one foot 
firmly in social practice. Thus Blair (1988), for example, defines critical 
thinking as both an "intellectual virtue" including skills and understand- 
ing and a "virtue of character" including "the habit of critical reflection 
on one's own and others' problematic assumptions and the valuing of 
reasoned support for beliefs and actions" (p. 25). Siegel (1988) also 
emphasises the disposition aspect as having equal standing with the skills 
aspect of critical thinking. But these social practices are not necessarily 
tacit, unconscious, or unreflective behaviours, as Atkinson suggests. 
Sociologists such as Giddens (1991) have recognised that modernity is 
increasingly characterised by reflectivity on its own practices, and indeed 
he offers the particular example of the application of institutionalised, 
abstract, research-based expert systems to the child-raising practices 
cited by Atkinson. One might add feminist consciousness-raising about 
child raising as an example of a reflective social practice. The invisibility 
of everyday life as described by Atkinson amounts to not being able to, 
not having to, or not being disposed to supply reasons for one's actions; 
as societies become detraditionalised, reasons are increasingly subject to 
scrutiny, and it is this practice that, according to Siegel at least, 
constitutes critical thinking. There is a case, then, for identifying the 
practice of critical thinking with the processes of modernity itself. 

I referred above to language as also being a form of social practice, 
and if it is so regarded, one would not be surprised, as Atkinson seems to 
be, that there is a deal of contestation around the meaning of the term 
critical thinking, a contestation that marks it as a site of struggle between 
competing discourses (Fairclough, 1992). Far from bemoaning the lack 
of agreement over the meaning of the term, one can find in its ambiguity 
evidence of tension between practitioners with different social interests: 
those like Ennis (1962, 1987, 1992), who wish to make education a 
matter of accumulating decontextualised cognitive skills; those like Paul 
(1990), who advocates a strong-sense critical thinking, or self-critical 
thinking, for whom education is a project of self-emancipation; or those 
like Benesch (1993) and the critical pedagogy school, for whom critical 
thinking is an opportunity and a challenge for students to examine social 
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structure, with its inequalities and systems of power relations. Atkinson 
appears to be assuming a particular (cognitivist) definition of the 
meaning of critical thinking, berating commentators for not being clear 
about "what it simply or actually is" (p. 74, footnote 3) and then 
critiquing it for not being sufficiently social; he might rather have 
adopted the strategy of discovering alternative meanings within the idea 
of critical thinking, which are far from amounting to "a commonly 
agreed-upon, explicit, and a priori understanding" (p. 74), as he expects 
there to be. With regard to Atkinson's dismissal of critical pedagogy as a 
minority Marxist movement, for which the use of the term critical is 
"largely coincidental" (p. 74, footnote 3), I would not be quick to concur 
with him. It seems to me that Habermas's new Frankfurt School 
reworking of the Marxist tradition of ideology critique (and it often 
seems as if ideology critique is exactly what Atkinson is himself engaging 
in) in Theory of Communicative Action (1984) amounts to a convincing 
redefinition of critical thinking as a form of dialogical discourse in which 
the taken-for-granted assumptions and presuppositions that lie behind 
argumentation are uncovered, examined, and debated (White, 1988). 
This dialogical view of critical thinking stands in contrast to the 
monological views assumed in the informal logic tradition. 

Atkinson's ready adoption of Fox's (1994) conclusion that critical 
thinking, or analytical writing, is "based on assumptions and habits of 
mind that are derived from Western-or more specifically U.S.-culture, 
and that this way of thinking is considered the most sophisticated, 
intelligent, and efficient by only a tiny fraction of the world's peoples" (p. 
75, footnote 4) perhaps warrants a little more thought. For one thing, 
analytical writing is not quite the sum of what is meant by critical 
thinking, bearing in mind what has been said about the critical attitude 
or critical spirit and about the dialogical approach to critical thinking. 
For another, it is rather presumptuous to appropriate for the U.S. alone 
the Enlightenment heritage of analytical thought. And, for another, to 
talk in terms of percentages of peoples alone is to deny the enormous 
power of this use of language and the power that it brings to those 
capable of using it for their own ends. Analytical precision and critical 
insight massively enhance the power of dissent, whether the argument is 
against the location of a nuclear power station in the U.S. by local 
citizens or against human rights abuses in China or Iraq by aggrieved 
minorities, and the critical attitude is by no means restricted to the West. 
To accept that the academic mode of writing taught in and required by 
universities in the U.S. and other highly modernised nations is not one 
shared by or within the capacities of the many is to say neither that 
critical thinking does not exist outside of that context nor that it is not 
highly valued. 

As regards the favouring of mainstream (White, middle-class) culture 
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by literate language socialisation practices in Western schooling and the 
findings of Heath (1983) and others, Atkinson presents this as evidence 
for the proposition that critical thinking is a social practice "rather than 
being a well-explicated and educationally usable concept" or "a rational, 
transparent, and-especially-teachable set of behaviors" (p. 72), which 
he seems to suggest are equivalent. This seems rather a straw-man 
argument; he seems to be saying that to be "educationally usable" a 
concept must be reducible to a set of transparent "behaviours" (p. 72) 
that can be broken down into pieces and popped into children's minds 
one by one like mathematical routines. The only alternative is a murky 
sea of social practices, highly specific to particular subcultures and 
bearing no relation at all to any cognitive skills, in which children can 
swim unreflexively as best they can but that cannot be demonstrated, 
discussed, nurtured, or otherwise passed on by teachers "in more than an 
anecdotal or hit-or-miss way" (p. 77). Surely this is not the only choice of 
educational procedures that exists? As it turns out, after this early 
pessimism, it is not-Atkinson later offers the cognitive apprenticeship 
model on Vygotskian principles, which seem much less radical and more 
mainstream to us on this side of the Atlantic. After all, by many accounts 
the primary effect of schooling is to be seen not in passing on skills and 
knowledge at all but in socialising children, inducting them into the ways 
of the culture. There already exists a variety of widely available materials 
devoted to teaching the skills of critical thinking, as defined by the 
informal logic movement. Granting that the essence of critical thinking 
does not just amount to a set of thinking skills but is also, or even 
primarily, a social practice-which I would certainly agree with-and, 
what is more, that such teaching generates little generalisability or 
transferability means that the use of such materials and the methods that 
go with them should be regarded with some suspicion. Abandoning this 
monologic approach to the idea of critical thinking, and seeing it instead 
as a social practice involving the rational, dialogic examination of 
reasons, opens the way for such Vygotsky-inspired pedagogy. One does 
indeed have to get away from the logicism of the monologic approach to 
critical thinking. 

In my own study, many members of a group of Malaysian students 
undertaking BEd in TEFL degrees in a British university reported that 
the most striking demand made on them was that of critical thinking. 
None of their courses contained any thinking skills materials at all. What 
they were referring to was a style of teaching that persistently asked them 
to examine the reasons for their actions, their beliefs, and their knowl- 
edge claims, requiring them to defend themselves and question them- 
selves, their peers, their teachers, experts, and authoritative texts, both in 
class and in writing. This is what critical thinking meant to them. This 
dialogic process allowed, potentially at least, for the examination of all 
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three types of Habermas's (1984) validity claims-notjust claims to truth 
underlying statements, but ethical claims to normative rightness inher- 
ent in actions and human relationships and claims to sincerity or 
truthfulness made by speakers, in the course of critical reflection. 
White's (1988) analysis of the implications of Habermas's framework 
amounts to a reinterpretation of critical thinking as a critical (reflective 
and self-reflective) dialogue in which the taken-for-granted is opened out 
for examination. In my view this process avoids the problems raised by 
the feminist critique of critical thinking as "logicism"-that it leads to 
"separate knowing," detachment, and an impersonal stance-in that it 
requires seeing through the eyes of the other (White, 1988, p. 71), and it 
is this that I consider should properly be the goal of teaching critical 
thinking. The second feminist critique of critical thinking Atkinson 
refers to, that from the point of view of feminist epistemology, claims that 
the distancing effect of technicist rational thought may lead to ethically 
questionable judgements. I believe that this objection is also avoided in 
the Habermasian intersubjective, dialogical version of critical reflection 
in Diskurs, in which normative issues of rightness can be raised on an 
equal basis with truth issues, as well as issues of sincerity. 

This leads to the question of cultural relativity: whether cultural 
groups outside the Western mainstream may depend on assumptions 
other than those underlying critical thinking and Western modes of 
thought and expression. It seems at first that Atkinson is adopting a 
postmodernist relativism in his descriptions of Japanese, Chinese, 
Athabaskan, and Native North American attitudes to the individual and 
ways of using language. In the final section of the article, however, he 
claims for the cognitive apprenticeship model a pan-cultural acceptabil- 
ity and efficacy, which implies universalist beliefs about culture without 
explaining how or why the cultural differences described earlier are no 
longer relevant or problematic. This is an important contradiction. 

Atkinson's analysis would have been enhanced for me if he had not 
relied so heavily on such a narrow range of case study evidence. There is 
after all a considerable literature and a developed body of theory on 
comparative cultural characteristics (e.g., Hofstede, 1982), intercultural 
communication (e.g., Asante & Gudykunst, 1989), and cultural change 
under conditions of modernity and globalisation (e.g., Featherstone, 
1990). There also are sociological accounts of sociocultural change, 
including those by Giddens (1991) and Habermas (1984), whose theory 
of social evolution and the progressive rationalisation of the "lifeworld" 
and the colonisation of the "lifeworld" by "systems" worlds of money and 
bureaucratic power is part and parcel of his theory of communicative 
action. By setting his rather piecemeal account of cultural diversity 
within one of these theoretical frames, Atkinson might have been able to 
find a surer path through the contradiction referred to above. Atkinson 
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is to be congratulated on getting the cultural relativity issue onto the 
agenda and recognising that critical thinking is not simply a matter of 
skills learning but may require a wholesale reorientation of students' 
cultural norms, values, beliefs, and attitudes, but he falls short of 
providing principled ways of working through the dilemmas this ap- 
proach entails. 

Finally, Atkinson says that "argument is a major mode of discourse from 
the lowest to the highest levels of the academy, and verbal evidence of 
critical thinking is the surest sign that someone is a critical thinker"; he 
then pitches his critique at "the assumption that one learns substantially 
from casual talk" (p. 84) and the idea that verbal interaction equates with 
gaining knowledge. I confess to finding a gap in my understanding here, 
for in Britain at least we do not consider casual talk to constitute 
argumentation. The cocktail party approach to education is not one that 
I recognise. Similarly, whatever the advantages of silent reflection, and 
there are indeed many, they do not constitute an argument against 
critical thinking. The fact that Chinese students in U.S. high school 
classrooms bring with them from Taiwan their belief that "'being quiet is 
good"' because "the school [in Taiwan] wanted the students to keep 
quiet in the classroom" (p. 85, quoting Harklau, 1994, p. 251) should not 
be accepted uncritically. Are all the gains won against transmissive 
educational practices, in the name of education for democracy, to be 
thrown away so easily for the sake of maintaining cultural diversity? 
Maintain sensitivity to the ways of others, certainly, but not abject 
submission. Debate can be played out within the minds of listeners also, 
but only when the terms of the debate, the questions, are laid out; 
individuals cannot all be silent. Also, in the paragraph following that 
quotation, I am afraid Atkinson loses me once again. Is he saying that it 
is a good thing or a bad thing that native speakers receive a different type 
of writing instruction than ESL students do? Are the latter being badly 
prepared, or is it a matter of due recognition being given to cultural 
differences in the ESL programme? 

I do not wish to end on a negative note, however, for I feel that 
Atkinson's contribution is to be welcomed. His article has set the agenda 
for a much closer examination within TESOL of the sociocultural 
locatedness of what are often taken to be neutral technologies. My own 
comments are intended only to develop the debate further and promote 
thought and discussion within the TESOL profession, with a view 
especially to broadening its vision to encompass social and cultural 
theory in examining the nature of social practices masquerading as 
decontextualised skills technologies. 
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Apprenticing Nonnative Speakers to 
New Discourse Communities 

MARGARET R. HAWKINS 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 

* In the Spring 1997 edition of TESOL Quarterly (Vol. 31, No. 1), Dwight 
Atkinson offers a fascinating article on critical thinking and its application 
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