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1. Introduction
Critical thinking (defi ned roughly for now as the disposition to 
approach problems in a reasoned, fl exible, self-aware style) is, 
and ought to be, a key education goal of higher education insti-
tutions. Universities whose students are assumed to possess 
higher-than-average cognitive skills, such as the University of 
Tokyo, cannot assume that the same is true when it comes to 
critical thinking. It is known that there is a poor correlation 
between critical thinking habits and general cognitive ability 
(Stanovich & West, 2007). The tendency to pay attention selec-
tively to evidence favouring an existing point of view, otherwise 
known as confi rmation bias, is thought to substantially under-
mine critical thought (Nickerson, 1998). Confi rmation bias is a 
prevalent bias with deleterious eff ects on academic inquiry. The 
disposition to actively seek out evidence against one’s current 
beliefs is as valuable as it is rare both in academia and society at 
large. With social media platforms apparently facilitating the cre-
ation of “fi lter bubbles” (see Bozdag and van den Hoven, 2015), 
this disposition may be becoming even more critical for the well-
functioning of democratic societies.

There is limited evidence that the typical undergraduate 
experience substantially improves critical thinking (Butchart et 
al., 2009; Arum & Roksa 2011; however, see Huber & Kuncel 2016 
for a rosier picture). Science students may be particularly badly 
served in some respects, compared to humanities students. 
Bailin (2002) notes that critical thinking in science education is 
often equated with the mastery of procedural skills (such as 
evaluating data, synthesizing information, etc). The problem 
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with this conception of critical thinking, as she notes, is that any 
such procedure can be carried out in an uncritical way. In addi-
tion, undergraduate science students are given fewer tasks that 
require them to evaluate evidence for themselves.

Although critical thinking is clearly in the background when 
writing courses are designed, it is rarely mentioned as a goal in 
formal course descriptions, especially in L2 contexts. This is an 
unfortunate omission, in our view. There is good reason to sup-
pose that the kinds of activities that writing students engage in – 
investigating a phenomenon, weighing evidence, justifying 
opinions and providing peer feedback – do in fact favourably 
aff ect their critical thinking habits of mind. Further, because 
writing courses are very unusual in this respect in the context of 
general education courses, a special responsibility attaches to 
writing programs. Because we are able to include critical think-
ing as a core goal of the course, we owe it to the students to do 
so.

For both compulsory fi rst-year English academic writing 
courses at Komaba – ALESS (Active Learning of English for Sci-
ence Students) and ALESA (Active Learning of English for Stu-
dents of the Arts) – the main activity is the construction of a writ-
ten argument in the English academic format. Though the 
courses are part of the compulsory English language curriculum, 
as academic writing courses they take on the spirit of academic 
writing courses in an L1 context, in giving non-trivial weighting 
to evidence and reasoning. Beyond the standard of written Eng-
lish, instructors therefore also engage with the standard of argu-
mentation. This is not straight-forward: Is a terrible argument 
written in good English preferable, for our purposes, to a good 
argument expressed in mediocre English? An added diffi  culty is 
that students are encouraged to follow their own interests, so 
very often the position being argued involves a level of informa-
tion beyond the specialist knowledge of the instructor. In this 
situation how is it possible to give consistent guidance on the 
quality of argumentation even if it is desirable? In this paper we 
give a couple of positive approaches to this question.

For most writing students, developing a more critical and 
self-refl ective disposition to what they read, write and think is an 
achievable goal, although expectations have to be moderate and 
are diffi  cult to measure. Given the activities (selecting a topic, 
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conducting research, supporting a position and engaging in 
peer-review, and writing a 1,500 word research essay) of our 
writing courses, it is reasonable to hope that these young, fi rst 
year students will fi nish the semester as more ‘critical beings’ 
(Barnett, 1997) than when they began it. In what follows we dis-
cuss some of the senses in which ALESS and ALESA students are 
engaged as critical thinkers. We begin with a characterisation of 
critical thinking as we understand it.

2. What is Critical Thinking?
Critical thinking is not simply the ability to properly deduce 
conclusions from premises. It is a general approach to thinking 
that, though we know it when we see it, has been diffi  cult to 
characterize in an enlightening way. In 1987 the American Philo-
sophical Association commissioned a report that attempted to 
gauge the opinions of teachers of critical thinking courses across 
American universities. Peter Facione’s “Delphi Report” (1987), 
which continues to be infl uential, contains a consensus statement 
incorporating a description of the “ideal critical thinker” (p. 2):

The ideal critical thinker is habitually inquisitive, well-
informed, trustful of reason, open-minded, fl exible, fair-
minded in evaluation, honest in facing personal biases, pru-
dent in making judgments, willing to reconsider, clear about 
issues, orderly in complex matters, diligent in seeking rele-
vant information, reasonable in the selection of criteria, 
focused in inquiry, and persistent in seeking results which 
are as precise as the subject and the circumstances of inquiry 
permit.

Even before (Dewey, 1933; Young, 1980; Ennis, 1987), but espe-
cially since the Delphi Report, an abundance of scholarship has 
proliferated advocating the development of critical thinking 
skills and dispositions at the secondary and tertiary levels irre-
spective of academic discipline or cultural setting. It is crucial to 
understand, though, as critics of teaching critical thinking have 
highlighted (Atkinson, 1997; Bailin, Case, Coombs & Daniels, 
1999), that simply presenting students with a set of critical think-
ing skills or practices with the expectation that they will be able 
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to eff ectively apply these practices across all academic and non-
academic contexts is overly ambitious.

A core component of critical thought, identifi ed by psychol-
ogist Jonathan Baron and much discussed in the literature, is 
known as Active, Open-Minded Thinking. Baron defi nes it as:

[T]he willingness to search actively for evidence against 
one’s favoured beliefs, plans or goals and to weigh such evi-
dence fairly when it is available. (Baron, quoted in Butchart, 
et al., 2009)

Active, Open-Minded Thinking is not so much a skill as a dispo-
sition, which is why it is not correlated with other tests of intel-
lectual ability. Highly intelligent, knowledgeable people are also 
prone to be unwilling to adequately scrutinize their pet theories. 
This tendency, known as confi rmation bias, or “myside bias”, is 
something that writing courses provide ample opportunities to 
combat.

3. Critical Thinking in the second language writing 
classroom
A range of factors, some arguably cultural (Song, 2015), others 
personal and situational, can impede the wide application of 
critical thinking dispositions; subject knowledge, subject 
domain, language profi ciency and cultural background can all 
infl uence how students develop as critical beings inside and out-
side the classroom. In our case, given that students in the ALESS 
and ALESA programs are fi rst year Japanese students writing in 
a foreign language, subject knowledge, language profi ciency and 
cultural background are three factors for the instructor to con-
sider.

By “cultural background”, we do not refer to the dubious, 
not to say orientalist, idea that East Asian cultures are less hospi-
table to critical thought than “Western” cultures. As Stapleton 
(2002) has shown, this idea belongs in the same waste basket as 
others which take an East/West opposition as a starting point. 
However, culture does aff ect how critical thoughts are expressed, 
and social practices surrounding critical engagement with oth-
ers. A teacher with minimal social awareness can and should 
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adapt to diff erences in these respects rather than assume that 
critical thinking rises above social realities in its expression. 

It is more diffi  cult to disagree, question, and reason in a sec-
ond language, but there are advantages as well. Research sug-
gests that people are less prone to fallacious reasoning when 
they think in a second language (Keysar et al., 2012), and are less 
prone to confi rmation bias when reading diffi  cult texts (Hernan-
dez and Preston, 2013). In addition, using a new language is in 
some ways a blank slate of social practice. Because the social 
practices embedded in a “native” language are not as present in 
a new language, they are equally a lesser impediment to learning 
new practices. Students can “play” with diff erent ways of 
expressing disagreement and be less afraid of causing off ence. 
The second language writing teacher can be explicit about tech-
niques of disagreeing, something usually left implicit. This also 
introduces a metacognitive awareness that ideally feeds back 
into fi rst-language practice.

In humanities writing courses, such as ALESA, it can be 
challenging to convince students of the need to foster a sense of 
criticality towards texts, ideas, arguments, others and them-
selves. Students are encouraged to write about a topic they are 
interested in, and already know that for any view they hold, 
there is a possible contrary view. Students who quickly pick up 
the “genre” of academic writing know that they are expected to 
acknowledge this possibility, but their fi rst attempt to do so is 
normally rather mechanical. Part of the role of a writing instruc-
tor is to encourage students to go beyond the rehearsal of argu-
ments to and fro, and to take the contrary view seriously. To the 
extent that students take this extra step, the result can often be 
confusion or cynicism; the feeling that every position is as good 
as any other. If an open-minded disposition is a core component 
of critical thought, the shift to becoming a more critical thinker 
does entail a shift in the direction of reduced certainty in one’s 
opinions. Insofar as the topic at issue is controversial and impor-
tant enough to be considered “political”, recent evidence sug-
gests that our opinions are tied up with our sense of self (Kaplan, 
Gimbel and Harris, 2016). Is there not a danger, in the persistent 
questioning and challenging of ideas, accepted facts and com-
mon-sense beliefs, that our foundations will be shaken, leading 
to a feeling of destabilization and even discomfort? Ideally, per-



KOMABA JOURNAL OF ENGLISH EDUCATION

6

haps yes. The discomfort of uncertainty is, we think, a real phe-
nomenon that writing instructors should treat as a waypoint on 
route to the eventual goal of becoming comfortable with that 
uncertainty. If critical thinking involves not just the application 
of reasoning based on principles of “clarity, accuracy, precision, 
relevance, depth, breadth, logic, signifi cance and fairness” (Paul 
& Elder, 2007), but also a self-refl ective, self-questioning disposi-
tion, then a sense of destabilization and even discomfort needs to 
be encouraged.

In the case of ALESS, for science students, there are diff erent 
problems. In this course, students design and conduct an experi-
ment as a precursor to writing it up as a paper in a common sci-
entifi c style. Ideally, students should approach their experiment 
not as a chance to confi rm their theory but as a chance to put it to 
the test. Here we also insist that students take seriously the pos-
sibility that they might be wrong; for example, that their result 
could be the product of a fl awed experimental design and not a 
refl ection of reality. This fl ows partly from the fact that good sci-
ence papers embody active, open-minded thinking. Students 
recognise this relatively easily in our experience, at least theoret-
ically, but nevertheless are often attached to their hypotheses as a 
matter of personal pride. While knowing that it could be wrong, 
they take the experiment as a chance to show that it is correct, 
often to the extent that when the results suggest otherwise, the 
experiment is regarded as a “failure”. This attitude is bound to 
exacerbate confi rmation bias. Instructors guide students toward 
a more positive attitude to negative results, but this is not made 
easier by publishing realities in the sciences, where negative 
results are often regarded as unpublishable (Fanelli, 2011).

In both courses there are other opportunities to engage stu-
dents’ self-refl ection with regard to the ideas they are writing 
about. Sometimes an ordinary point of English hides a critical 
thinking component. For example, a language module taught 
late in the semester deals with hedging. Hedging is the practice 
of expressing appropriate caution in one’s statements. In prefer-
ence to a statement such as “The results demonstrate the truth of 
our hypothesis”, it is more common, depending on the case, to 
use “The results seem to support our hypothesis”. Many stu-
dents have an initial tendency to use the fi rst, un-hedged, state-
ment in the belief that a strong conclusion is better. To get this 
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point of English right, students need to pay attention to some-
thing that they might well not otherwise, namely the strength of 
the relation between their actual evidence and their conclusion.

The extensive use of peer feedback is a further source of 
critical thinking development. This learning technique, 
employed in both the ALESS and ALESA courses, can foster a 
heightened self-criticality. Although there is evidence that peer 
feedback in itself is not necessarily benefi cial (Xie, Ke and Shar-
man, 2008, 2010), provided that suffi  cient time and guidance are 
given (e.g. detailed explanation of its purpose, and also a clear 
and concise feedback form), when student writing is exposed to 
critical scrutiny by peers there is an opportunity to interrogate 
assumptions, consider possible objections, highlight weaknesses 
in argumentation and simply broaden perspectives. Because the 
language of the essays and discussion is English, signifi cant time 
must be allotted for this activity to be benefi cial. What makes 
this activity so useful is that it forces students to engage in a kind 
of ‘metacognitive monitoring’ (Halpern, 1999) whereby they 
refl ect on how and why they have come to think the way they do 
on an issue, and why they have not considered their position dif-
ferently. Ultimately they are made more aware of their thinking 
process, which in turn can produce positive outcomes for their 
development inside and outside of academia. Either critical 
questioning pushes students to provide more credible (quantita-
tively or qualitatively) evidence and research to strengthen their 
position, or they become less secure in their position and correct 
this by considering the complexity of multiple viewpoints.

Yet it is not only metacognitive awareness that students are 
building during peer-feedback. Essential meta-aff ective strate-
gies are at work as well (Millman, 1988). When one’s argument is 
challenged, fl aws in logic are exposed, or strong counter-evi-
dence is introduced, a certain degree of control over one’s emo-
tions is required. Students invest time, eff ort and care into devel-
oping their research essays, and when the reliability or accuracy 
of this product is critiqued by their classmates, naturally a range 
of emotional responses may follow: anger, humiliation, resent-
ment, shame, denial, irritation, among others. Eliminating emo-
tion from critical engagement is impossible, as any researcher 
who has had their manuscript excoriated by peer-reviewers can 
attest. It is important to experience having one’s ideas chal-
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lenged in a productive and encouraging space, and to practice 
responding appropriately without anger or stubbornness. It is 
possible the criticism could lead to a solid rebuttal, thereby 
strengthening the analysis—or certainty in the original position 
may be shaken, potentially generating a more multi-perspec-
tival, complex piece of scholarship.

That discomfort and destabilization can be highly produc-
tive for learning is hardly a fait accompli for students or educa-
tors. Motivation is clearly a key factor for students in terms of 
how much time and eff ort they invest in their studies, and few 
people feel motivated by having their ideas, argumentation and 
evidence challenged and questioned by a peer. However, when 
properly framed as a critical thinking exercise meant to enhance, 
broaden and deepen one’s writing, it seems most students are 
open to defending, or even modifying, their positions as a result 
of peer-feedback.

Some have proposed that Japanese university students are 
less likely to be productively critical of peers due their Confucian 
cultural background and adherence to maintaining group har-
mony (Atkinson, 1997; Mack-Cozzo, 2002). However, as other 
studies suggest (Stapleton, 2001; McKinley, 2013; Allen, 2015), 
Japanese students are quite capable and willing to engage criti-
cally with peers if a) they have some level of familiarity with 
subject content; and b) the purpose of critical thinking is not sim-
ply an exercise in expressing disagreement. With respect to the 
fi rst point, instructors can either provide students with topics 
about which they are likely to have some prior knowledge, or 
instructors may allow students to choose their own topics in 
order to increase the likelihood that students think critically in 
their writing and when providing peer-feedback (Stapleton, 
2001). Regarding the second point on critical thought and dis-
agreement, we see little reason to assent to the generalization 
that “Western argument style of critical reasoning … is adver-
sarial and aggressive” (Song, 2015). In fact, productive and moti-
vating critical thinking in both student writing and peer-feed-
back need not be aggressive nor adversarial, and disagreement 
need not be the aim. This is as true for Western as it is for Eastern 
contexts. In all contexts, peer feedback is best framed as a way of 
helping and improving the partner’s writing. What is essential is 
that students see the goal of peer-review as an indispensible 
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component of intellectual development, whereby one is forced to 
tighten or augment argumentation, or take into consideration the 
validity of multiple perspectives.

4. Clarity of Thought and the “Quality Practice” 
Hypothesis
Clarity of thought is one of the critical thinking ideals which per-
haps coincides most closely with the linguistic pedagogical goals 
of an L2 academic writing course. Developing the ability to 
express one’s thoughts clearly in English is an obvious objective 
for such a course. But if a student has no clear thoughts on a 
topic, no amount of language profi ciency can magically facilitate 
the expression of clear meaning. Here we are reminded of 
Orwell’s (1946) insistence on clarity in written expression 
because of its link to clarity of thought. 

Ironically, Orwell’s recommendation to avoid common 
expressions, because they shortcut the need to think about what 
one is saying, runs against advice often given to EFL learners: to 
make use of common “chunks” of language as a method of 
building natural sentences more easily. This seems to be an 
unavoidable balancing act for the L2 writing class. But the most 
useful chunks in question are often those expressions which are 
less specifi c to the writer’s particular thoughts: expressions like 
“In this paper I argue…”, “It may be objected that…”, and so on: 
sign posts and transitions. The more substantial the thought, the 
less useful common expressions are liable to be, without running 
afoul of Orwell’s concern that common expressions can push out 
original and clear thought.

Writing and thinking clearly are both matters of practice, 
though, even in one’s native language. In a foreign language, the 
nature of the practice is especially important and in this respect 
the fact that the writing model used in our science writing class 
(the IMRD model) is a very restrictive one turns out to be an 
advantage. Tim van Gelder, an early developer of the use of 
argument maps in the teaching of critical thinking, has shown 
that critical thinking skills can be eff ectively improved through 
the use of ”quality practice” (van Gelder, 2001). Quality Practice, 
otherwise known as “deliberate practice” is a technical term 
describing practice which is motivated, guided, scaff olded and 
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graduated. In other words, students engaged in quality practice 
of X have as their goal the improvement of their skills in X; have 
access to help in improving those skills; at the beginning, certain 
kinds of mistakes are ruled out by the nature of the exercises; 
and the task diffi  culty increases over time.

It is interesting that the IMRD model itself provides an 
approximation of quality practice in the technical sense. In peer 
review sessions, students are asked to explain their projects to 
their classmates. Unclear thinking, as well as bad English is ide-
ally picked up at this point, and certainly students see clear 
explanation as part of their goal. At fi rst, the arguments are rela-
tively simple - why the topic is interesting, and so on. The chain 
of reasoning that leads to the experiment tends also to be fairly 
straightforward, though less so. This provides a kind of scaff old-
ing which hopefully prepares students for the fi nal section, the 
Discussion section, which is the most diffi  cult to write because it 
requires students to bring together all the previous sections in a 
kind of “master argument”.

5. Conclusion
We do not propose here to have off ered anything like a defi nitive 
list of the ways in which English academic writing courses at 
Komaba develop the critical thinking dispositions of their stu-
dents. Nor have we tried to off er a defi nition of what critical 
thinking is, though we would like to suggest that an actively 
open-minded attitude is, at the very least, an important compo-
nent of what it takes to be a critical thinker. In diff erent educa-
tional contexts, it may be more appropriate to emphasise other 
aspects of critical thinking. In our context, the context of a top-
tier university, the development of active open-minded habits of 
thought is especially important. Many of our students will go on 
to become leaders, and leaders who do not actively seek oppos-
ing points of view can more easily shut them out. Here we echo 
John Stuart Mill (1859):

In the case of any person whose judgment is really deserv-
ing of confi dence, how has it become so? Because he has 
kept his mind open to criticism of his opinions and conduct. 
Because it has been his practice to listen to all that could be 
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said against him; to profi t by as much of it as was just, and 
expound to himself, and upon occasion to others, the fallacy 
of what was fallacious. Because he has felt, that the only 
way in which a human being can make some approach to 
knowing the whole of a subject, is by hearing what can be 
said about it by persons of every variety of opinion, and 
studying all modes in which it can be looked at by every 
character of mind. No wise man ever acquired his wisdom 
in any mode but this; nor is it in the nature of human intel-
lect to become wise in any other manner. (Mill, 1859, Chap-
ter 2)

We hope to develop wise leaders in this sense. We do not pre-
tend to take on the whole burden of critical thinking education at 
Komaba. In diff erent ways, we are confi dent that students are 
developing as critical thinkers through other courses as well. But 
we do think that writing courses, even in a second language, 
have a special role to play in this respect, and we hope in the 
above to be given a sense of how this could be true.
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