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The Author Responds ... 

DWIGHT ATKINSON 
Auburn University 

* I appreciate this opportunity to examine further the role of critical 
thinking in TESOL. My respondents raise important issues that need to 
be considered and lead me to see where my own arguments must be 
further or differently developed and explained. Although I accept some 
of their criticisms, I concentrate here on the areas where I believe we still 
seriously disagree. 

The core claim I make is that critical thinking is a social practice. To 
my mind neither Gieve nor Davidson appreciates the implications of this 
point or the full power of the notion of social practice. Thus I find 
Gieve's citing of Blair (1988) and Siegel (1988), who state that critical 
thought is, respectively, a "virtue of character" (p. 25) and a disposition, to 
reflect my position only very weakly, if at all. Hawkins, on the other hand, 
clearly grasps the notion's import. She agrees with me that much social 
life is lived in an unexamined way on the basis of commonsense, taken- 
for-granted knowledge-resulting typically in what anthropologists call 
"the invisibility of everyday life" (Erickson, 1986, p. 121). Beyond 
repeating the content of my article, my strongest defense of this concept 
is to ask skeptics to undertake the following informal experiment: Begin 
an active campaign of openly questioning and critiquing the everyday 
habitual actions of those around you and then observe what happens. 
Sociolinguists (e.g., Ferguson, 1981) and ethnomethodologists (e.g., 
Garfinkel, 1967) who have engaged in such activities report socially 
disastrous consequences; mundane life can proceed only when its vast, 
tacit machinery remains by and large under wraps. 

Given its importance in the living of everyday life, the notion of social 
practice also has profound consequences for the understanding of 
learning. In a discussion of how native speakers acquire the subtle 
nuances of intonation and other conversational contextualization cues, 
Gumperz (1982) notes that "since the signalling mechanisms involved 
are covert, highly context bound and learned only through intensive ... 
contact under conditions allowing maximum feedback such as we find in 
home and peer settings, they tend to reflect commonality of family or 
ethnic background" (p. 139). If this description is extended to social 
practices in general, it presupposes that they can only be learned in 
situations that are maximally unlike those of the typical classroom and in 
ways that are maximally unrelated to typical school learning. I offer this 
point with the knowledge that, just as Hawkins advocates and I propose 
in my article, many educators are doing their best these days to make 

THE FORUM 133 

This content downloaded from 88.255.96.114 on Sun, 15 Dec 2013 22:33:19 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


classroom learning more like what goes on in homes and among peers. 
But there may be real limits to this enterprise given the fundamental 
nature of the school as a place apart from the ebb and flow of society, an 
institution whose traditional power comes precisely from the fact that it 
can inculcate certain types of knowledge by massively decontextualizing 
them, as opposed to letting children and young adults learn about life 
through immediate, no-holds-barred participation-for example, by 
being apprenticed (in a literal sense) to a skilled worker. But more on 
this below. 

If critical thinking is indeed a social practice-and none of my 
respondents takes serious issue with this point even if they may not fully 
appreciate it-then educators must worry about its supposed teaching in 
schools and universities. It gives real cause for concern when the 
individuals who are supposed to be teaching it, and who confidently use 
the term in their lessons and assignments (Fox, 1994), have trouble 
explaining what it is. Nor does Davidson's description of Ruminski and 
Hanks' (1995) findings-that although 89% of college journalism and 
mass communications faculty believed themselves to be teaching it, most 
"had no clear concept of what critical thinking was"-give further cause 
for optimism; so much the less for those authors' anemic conclusion that 
teachers "should [therefore] have a clear concept of critical thinking in 
mind for the purposes of teaching and evaluation." Serious questions 
need to be asked here: Who then can clarify the concept of critical 
thinking for college faculty-who can teach the teachers? The ultimate 
question is, of course, How can teachers teach what they do not know 
themselves? 

Related to the foregoing, both Gieve and Davidson raise what the 
latter calls "the definition issue." Both also avoid my main point here- 
that a substantive understanding of critical thinking is lacking and, partly 
as a result, the concept is rarely defined-to deal with one that is 
subsidiary, if I actually make it at all: that there is a lack of agreement 
among those who do attempt to define it. Davidson, for his part, takes 
me to task for finding differences in definitions of critical thinking where 
differences do not actually exist. In response to the latter I would simply 
note that terms like skepticism (McPeck, 1981), disciplined thinking (Paul, 
1990), and correct assessing of statements (Ennis, 1962) can be widely 
interpreted and are in no way necessarily synonymous. Other research 
(e.g., Ramanathan & Kaplan, 1997) in fact finds that critical thinking has 
been widely and variously characterized, and it is likewise well known 
that influential definitions of critical thinking, such as Ennis', have 
changed markedly over time. 

Regarding what Davidson calls "the cultural issue," both he and Gieve 
cite personal experiences with Asian ESL students suggesting that such 
students have real problems dealing with the demands of critical 
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thinking in their classes. I take this as further (if anecdotal) evidence 
supporting the already well-supported position that different cultures 
may value more or less different approaches to thought, including in 
academic settings. Although both authors seem to have problems with 
this position, neither does much to refute it. Both do go on, however, to 
adopt versions of what I will call rationality theory, equating critical 
thinking with some apparently universal rationality. Feminist researchers 
in particular (e.g., Gilligan, 1982; Harvey & Okruhlik, 1992; Lloyd, 1984) 
have convincingly exposed the culture and gender specificity of rational- 
ity theory, including its attempted rehabilitation by Jirgen Habermas 
(e.g., Fleming, 1992). 

Let me return now to the issue of cognitive apprenticeship, consider- 
ing whether it really can deliver what it promises: better, more equitable 
opportunities for the development of academic-cognitive skills in stu- 
dents of all stripes. I find little to disagree with in Hawkins' defense of 
this approach; if only I had her confidence in its realizability. As 
mentioned previously, I fear that the very idea of the school militates 
against its becoming a site of learning as situated practice; what with a 
35:1 (or even 15:1) ratio of apprentice/students to expert/teachers- 
and the widespread ability and age grouping of students effectively 
preventing good peer teaching-how can the intensive, person-to- 
person learning described by Gumperz (1982) take place? Similarly, how 
fully can habits of thought like those learned as social practice from 
infancy be taught to older children or adults in a more or less formal 
learning environment, and how would someone thus taught perform vis- 
a-vis the "natural" acquirers? Finally, although theories of cognitive 
apprenticeship fully acknowledge the social practice nature of all learn- 
ing, where does that leave students in regard to the all-important 
declarative knowledge that studies (e.g., Gee, 1990; Luria, 1976; Scribner 
& Cole, 1981) suggest distinguishes formal from nonformal learning and 
cognition? Plainly, whether or not cognitive apprenticeship is a necessary 
ingredient of all real learning-and I still believe that it is-it is not 
sufficient in and of itself. 

In closing, I would like to comment on the irony, pointed out by 
Davidson, that I have been able to interrogate critical thinking only by 
using its conventions. As someone brought up squarely in this particular 
social practice, I admit to operating naturally and comfortably within it. 
This need not, however, blind one to the fact that there is a whole 
universe of ways of knowing out there (e.g., Belcher, 1997; Belenky, 
Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; Elbow, 1973, 1993; Frey, 1990; 
Haraway, 1988; Heath, 1983; Keller, 1983)-ways with powers of investi- 
gation and insight that my own poor critical/argumentative conventions 
could never hope to provide. 
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Errata 

Table 3 in "Language and Cultural Identity: A Study of Hmong 
Students at the Postsecondary Level," by Susan Bosher (Vol. 31, No. 
3, p. 598), should have read as follows. 

TABLE 3 
Contributions of Dimensions of Acculturation to the Prediction of English and 

Hmong Language Proficiency and Self-Esteem 

Acculturation predictor 
variable and sign 

Dependent variable American Hmong Multiple R2 

1. English speaking/listening + Behavior* - Language use* .43 
+ Social contact 

2. English reading/writing + Behavior* - Language use* .41 
+ Social contact 

3. Hmong speaking/listening - Language use* + Behavior* .31 
+ Attitudes + Language use 

4. Hmong reading/writing - Language use* + Language use* .32 
+ Attitudes + Behavior* 

- Social contact 
5. Self-esteem + Behavior* - Behavior* .36 

+ Social contact + Attitudes* 
- Values + Values* 

6. Grade point average - 

* Indicates a dimension of acculturation that contributed significantly to the prediction 
of the dependent variable at alpha = .05. 

In Francisco Gomes de Matos's review of David Crystal's English as 
a Global Language (Vol. 31, No. 4, p. 808), the first reference should 
have read: 
Gomes de Matos, F. (1996, April). Human rights and the history of language. 

FIPLV World News, p. 1. 

The author's affiliation should have read "Federal University of 
Pernambuco." 

We apologize for the errors. 
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