Issues raised in the TESOL Academic Language Workshop  March 30, 2004

Long Beach, California

Question 1.  How does the curriculum address and assess critical thinking skills?  

Listed below are several definitions of critical thinking and critical reading.  The source of the definitions is the web site listed at the end.  

The curriculum was designed to address the language needs of under-prepared students.  The differences we identified between well-prepared and under-prepared students were listed in the presentation and on our web site at www.academiclanguage.org .  The identified needs are addressed in each of the five sections of each lesson which are designed to give students the skills, including critical thinking skills, they need to improve their academic language and their academic achievement.  

1.  Lecture note-taking.  Students are taught and then practice skills for critical listening to lectures.  Professors speak about 150 to 170 words per minute, and students need to listen critically to determine what is important to write down. Well-prepared students have strategies for critical listening; under-prepared students do not.  Each lecture and lesson gives students strategies for note-taking by teaching them how to listen for important information and how to filter out the less important information.  The lessons include advice on how and when to ask questions, how to use their notes to study, and why good notes are important.  The assessment allows us to determine whether students are recognizing the important information and getting it into their notes.

2.  Academic vocabulary development.  Students need more academic vocabulary for comprehension of lecture and text.  The approach in these lessons is to give students the tools to try to understand new vocabulary by using newly-acquired knowledge in roots, prefixes, suffixes, and the grammatical role the word plays in a sentence.  Thus students think about new vocabulary rather than skipping it.  They use new vocabulary in multiple contexts and games, through multiple exposures, thus ensuring that they will remember the vocabulary.  The ability to understand a new word in this way requires them to use critical thinking skills.  Solving the questions in the vocabulary exercises either alone or in small groups also requires their use of critical thinking skills.

3.  Reading strategies.  Each lesson introduces and has students practice reading strategies known to be used by proficient readers.  Students have to learn to recognize important information and summarize the information in their own words.  They practice both of these skills, learn to use titles and subtitles to access text, do class think-alouds with text, and practice other critical reading skills.

4.  Complex sentences.  Students are taught critical thinking skills to decipher common complex academic sentence structures.  They also practice combining simple sentences into complex sentences using the typical academic phrases used to form complex sentences.

5.  Academic culture.  Students need knowledge and skills to access and be successful in the postsecondary classroom.  Each lesson provides them with knowledge about the academic setting that we found through assessment that first-in-family higher education students lacked.  This background knowledge, often assumed to be present by educators, allows students to think about college and make better decisions about their academic life.

One lesson also focuses on critical evaluation of information found on web sites and gives students some guidelines about how to approach evaluating information they find on web sites.  Two lessons teach about and remind students of the seriousness of plagiarism.  Another lesson has students select topics, do research, and learn to debate using the rules of debate.

Students who do not have the vocabulary to comprehend the lecture or reading content will have trouble thinking about it, discussing it, or writing about it critically. Comprehension needs to improve along with critical thinking skills.  Critical thinking skills are taught in the context of authentic college-level materials and in the context of learning academic language.  

Assessment:  The authentic assessments allow the instructor to see what lecture note-taking judgments students make about what to write down.  We also see if they understood and can apply this information to answer a question that requires them to synthesize they information in the lecture.  In the modified cloze exercise we see whether they can reason out the function of a word in a sentence.  In the reading underlining section we see if they can locate the important information and underline it appropriately.  In the reading summary section we see if students can comprehend and put into their own words important content from the reading.  Thus while the assessment focuses on academic language, most of the test tasks in fact require students to demonstrate critical thinking skills. 

Question 2.  Is the difficulty level of the lectures too high for students?

When we first began developing the assessments and curriculum it became very clear that the only way to assess academic language is to use authentic materials.  We selected a representative sample of professors (four males and two females) who are known to be good lecturers, who represent six different disciplines and different ethnic and racial groups.  Each was asked to prepare and deliver a typical introductory undergraduate lecture of thirty minutes.  If we had scripted the lectures for a certain difficulty level and had asked actors, for example, to deliver them, the material would not have been authentic.  In addition, the lecture cues we teach depend upon the authentic, unscripted ways people deliver lectures.  Students are exposed to authentic vocabulary, overheads, maps, pauses, rhetorical questions, corrections, repetitions, and other ways professors communicate what is important.  

As was the case with the example I gave of the Vietnamese young woman who was valedictorian but had serious language deficiencies, the problem was that her high school teachers had forgotten how difficult college lectures and readings can be.  Research has shown that high school teachers tend to lead students into a text and explain it.  College instructors tend to assume that students have read the text and lead them into other areas, enriching the information in the text.  Not to use authentic lectures would be to give students a false idea of what college will be like, what the college classroom will be like, and they will remain under-prepared and lacking in the very skills they need to access college lectures and texts.  It would be no kindness, in our opinion, to water down the materials and give students a false sense of their preparedness by using scripted, lower level lectures.  

________________________________________________________________________

Definitions of critical thinking:

The following are definitions of Critical Thinking according to the people who write textbooks and articles on the subject. While this does not make them automatically correct, it does indicate that they have spent some time thinking about the topic. The best definition for Critical Thinking may well be your own - to help with that task, the best approach to the topic I found was written by Peter A. Facione, Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences, Santa Clara University. His article can be found on the web and ordered for educational purposes for $0.80.  See web site for address.



Critical thinking is deciding rationally what to or what not to believe." 

Norris, Stephen P. "Synthesis of Research on Critical Thinking. Educational Leadership, v 42 n 8 May 1985. 40-45. 



"Critical thinking is the use of those cognitive skills or strategies that increase the probability of a desirable outcome. It is used to describe thinking that is purposeful, reasoned and goal directed - the kind of thinking involved in solving problems, formulating inferences, calculating likelihoods, and making decisions when the thinker is using skills that are thoughtful and effective for the particular context and type of thinking task. Critical thinking also involves evaluating the thinking process - the reasoning that went into the conclusion we've arrived at the kinds of factors considered in making a decision. Critical thinking is sometimes called directed thinking because it focuses on a desired outcome." 

Halpern, Diane F. Thought and Knowledge: An Introduction to Critical Thinking. 1996. 



Critical thinking is the formation of logical inferences. 

Simon and Kapplan, 1989. 



Critical thinking is the development of cohesive and logical reasoning patterns. Stahl and Stahl, 1991. 



Critical thinking is careful and deliberate determination of whether to accept, reject, or suspend judgment. 

Moore and Parker, 1994. 



"The purpose of critical thinking is, therefore, to achieve understanding, evaluate view points, and solve problems. Since all three areas involve the asking of questions, we can say that critical thinking is the questioning or inquiry we engage in when we seek to understand, evaluate, or resolve." 

Maiorana, Victor P. Critical Thinking Across the Curriculum: Building the Analytical Classroom. 1992. 



Critical thinking skills: understanding the meaning of a statement, judging ambiguity, judging whether an inductive conclusion is warranted, and judging whether statements made by authorities are acceptable. 

Smith, 1990. 



Critical thinking is "the examination and testing of suggested solutions to see whether they will work." 

Lindzey, Hall, and Thompson, 1978. 



"Broadly speaking, critical thinking is concerned with reason, intellectual honesty, and open-mindedness, as opposed too emotionalism, intellectual laziness, and closed-mindedness. Thus, critical thinking involves: following evidence where it leads; considering all possibilities; relying on reason rather than emotion; being precise; considering a variety of possible viewpoints and explanations; weighing the effects of motives and biases; being concerned more with finding the truth than with being right; not rejecting unpopular views out of hand; being aware of one's own prejudices and biases, and not allowing them to sway one's judgment." Kurland, Daniel J. I Know What It Says . . . What does it Mean? 1995. 



Critical thinking is "reasonably and reflectively deciding what to believe or do." 

Ennis (1985) 



Critical thinking is "the art of thinking about your thinking while you are thinking in order to make your thinking better: more clear, more accurate, or more defensible." 

Paul, Binker, Adamson, and Martin (1989) 



Critical thinking is "a process which stresses an attitude of suspended judgment, incorporates logical inquiry and problem solving, and leads to an evaluative decision or action." 

NCTE Committee on Critical Thinking and the Language Arts. 



"Critical thinking includes the ability to respond to material by distinguishing between facts and opinions or personal feelings, judgments and inferences, inductive and deductive arguments, and the objective and subjective. It also includes the ability to generate questions, construct, and recognize the structure of arguments, and adequately support arguments; define, analyze, and devise solutions for problems and issues; sort, organize, classify, correlate, and analyze materials and data; integrate information and see relationships; evaluate information, materials, and data by drawing inferences, arriving at reasonable and informed conclusions, applying understanding and knowledge to new and different problems, developing rational and reasonable interpretations, suspending beliefs and remaining open to new information, methods, cultural systems, values and beliefs and by assimilating information." 

MCC General Education Initiatives  



Uses of critical thinking: 

"underlies reading, writing, speaking, and listening . . . the basic elements of communication" 

"plays an important part in social change . . . institutions in any society - courts, governments, schools, businesses - are the products of a certain way of thinking." 

"helps us uncover bias and prejudice." 

"is a path to freedom form half-truths and deceptions." 

"the willingness to change one point of view as we continue to examine and re-examine ideas that may seem obvious. Such thinking takes time and the willingness to say three subversive words: I don't know." 

Critical thinkers: distinguish between fact and opinion; ask questions; make detailed observations; uncover assumptions and define their terms; and make assertions based on sound logic and solid evidence. 

Ellis, D. Becoming a Master Student, 1997. 



Attributes of a critical thinker: 

· asks pertinent questions

· assesses statements and arguments

· is able to admit a lack of understanding or information

· has a sense of curiosity

· is interested in finding new solutions

· is able to clearly define a set of criteria for analyzing ideas

· is willing to examine beliefs, assumptions, and opinions and weigh them against facts

· listens carefully to others and is able to give feedback

· sees that critical thinking is a lifelong process of self-assessment

· suspends judgment until all facts have been gathered and considered

· looks for evidence to support assumption and beliefs

· is able to adjust opinions when new facts are found

· looks for proof

· examines problems closely

· is able to reject information that is incorrect or irrelevant

Ferrett, S. Peak Performance (1997). 



"Critical thinking is best understood as the ability of thinkers to take charge of their own thinking. This requires that they develop sound criteria and standards for analyzing and assessing their own thinking and routinely use those criteria and standards to improve its quality." 

Elder, L. and Paul, R. "Critical Thinking: Why we must transform our teaching." Journal of Developmental Education 18:1, Fall 1994, 34-35. 




Definitions of Critical Reading: 

"(1) the process of making judgments in reading: evaluating relevancy and adequacy of what is read . . . " (2) an act of reading in which a questioning attitude, logical analysis, and inference are used to judge the worth of what is read according to an established standard . . . Among the identified skills of critical reading involved in making judgments are those having to do with the author's intent or purpose; with the accuracy, logic, reliability and authenticity of writing; and with the literary forms, components, and devices identified through literary analysis." 

Harris and Hodges. (1981). A Dictionary of Reading and Related Terms, 74. 



Critical evaluation is "the process of arriving at a judgment about the value or impact of a text by examining its quality in terms of form, style, and rhetorical features, the readability of the author and the consistency between ideas it presents and the reader's experience, including . . . internal evaluation . . . and external evaluation . . ." 

Harris and Hodges. (1995). The Literacy Dictionary, 48. 



Critical readers are: 

· willing to spend time reflecting on the ideas presented in their reading assignments

· able to evaluate and solve problems while reading rather than merely compile a set of facts to be memorized

· logical thinkers

· diligent in seeking out the truth

· eager to express their thoughts on a topic

· seekers of alternative views on a topic

· open to new ideas that may not necessarily agree with their previous thought on a topic

· able to base their judgments on ideas and evidence

· able to recognize errors in thought and persuasion as well as to recognize good arguments

· willing to take a critical stance on issues

· able to ask penetrating and thought-provoking questions to evaluate ideas

· in touch with their personal thoughts and ideas about a topic

· willing to reassess their views when new or discordant evidence is introduced and evaluated

· able to identify arguments and issues

· able to see connections between topics and use knowledge from other disciplines to enhance their reading and learning experiences

Schumm, J. S. and Post, S. A. (1997). Executive Learning, 282.

Source:  http://www.kcmetro.cc.mo.us/longview/ctac/definitions.htm
