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Abstract

The issue of critical thinking (CT) by Chinese students first aroused my interest when I was doing
the research for my MA dissertation, in which CT was considered by many students to be a salient
weakness of their academic writing in the UK. The CT of Chinese students in English academic
writing has been discussed extensively in the literature, and researchers are becoming increasingly
interested in the impact of the learning context on it. However, there has been a lack of empirical
research into this area, especially in-depth qualitative studies. The purpose of this study 1s to
investigate the undergraduate training Chinese students receive in China on their critical thinking
skills in academic writing. The focus is on its usefulness as preparation for a higher degree abroad,
specifically in the UK. It i1s the first attempt to explore this issue by seeking evidence primarily

from qualitative data.

The research was divided into two stages. The first stage, Study 1, took a mixed-methods
approach combining both questionnaires and interviews at a UK university, looking at the general
writing experiences of Chinese students at undergraduate level in China, the writing challenges
they encountered after they came to the UK, and the differences between the two countries, in an
attempt to look at how far their previous experiences had affected their study abroad. The second
stage, Study 2, examined in detail the learning experiences of Chinese undergraduates in China
and their application of critical thinking to academic writing, by collecting data through a case
study of two departments (an English department and a department of International Trade and
Finance) at a Chinese university. The research instruments used were interviews, classroom
observations, and text analysis of student writing samples.

The key findings from Study 1 showed that the writing experiences of Chinese students at
undergraduate level in China varied greatly; academic writing in the UK was significantly
different from that in China; argumentation and critical thinking were more emphasised in the UK
than in China; and the supervisor played an important role in dissertation writing in China. The
results of Study 2 indicated that the types of exam had affected student writing. As information-

oriented exams were still prevalent in the two departments, the classes were primarily composed of

teacher-dominant lectures and writing as a learning activity had not received adequate attention.



Also, the feedback on students’ work was not extensive, and plagiarism was still common. The
application of argumentative and critical thinking skills in the student writing samples, analysed
using an evaluation framework combining Andrews’s (2007) principles of argumentation and the
critical thinking skills derived from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002), was limited.

Three conclusions were drawn on the basis of the findings from both the literature review
and empirical studies: (1) several key argumentative and critical thinking skills were not evident 1n
the academic writing of the undergraduates in China; (2) training at undergraduate level in China
was not conducive to the development of argumentative and CT skills; and (3) English-major
students are likely to have considerably different experiences of learning and writing at
undergraduate level in China from other social science students. Empirical evidence from the two
studies confirms the earlier finding from the literature review that researchers perhaps need to pay
more attention to the learning context than to Confucian-heritage culture. The study also draws
implications and makes recommendations for Chinese students, Chinese educators and English
educators, and calls for attention to, and further research into, (1) the relationship between learning
stages and critical thinking abilities of students, (2) the dispositions dimension of CT, and (3)

appropriate methods for teaching and learning critical thinking in China.
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CHAPTER ONE

Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 The aim and significance of the study

The aim of the present study i1s to examine the influence of previous learning context(s) at
undergraduate level on the application of critical thinking (henceforth CT) to academic writing by
Chinese students studying abroad (in the UK) on higher degrees. There has been controversy about
the meaning, generalisability, teaching and assessing of CT in the literature in this field. The issue
of CT by Chinese students first aroused my interest when I was doing the research for my MA
dissertation in 2004. The findings showed that a lack of CT skills was considered a salient
weakness of Chinese postgraduate students in the UK by students participating in focus groups
(Than, 2004). However, due to the limited length ot the dissertation, the reasons underlying this
phenomenon were not explored in detail. Paton (2005) did try and examine possible contributory
factors and came to the conclusion that CT is not merely a western construct. According to Paton,
elements of CT can be found throughout much of the history of China, and Chinese students’ lack
of CT i1s mainly due to other factors, such as a lack of CT training, language barriers (especially
with respect to writing English for academic purposes), and unfamiharity with the subject area.
However, Paton used evidence from an unscientific discipline (fengshui) and appealed to anecdotal
evidence, and thus opened himself to challenge. The controversial issue raised by Paton, about
whether Chinese students’ cultural background or training is the main factor which aftects their use
of CT skills in writing, i1s worth further investigation though. In order to explore this issue, I
conducted a review of the literature on CT by Chinese students (Chapter 2). Findings from the
review showed that recent researchers seem to focus more on what Clark and Gieve (2006) term
the “small culture™. that is to say, the characteristics of the learning context, than the “big culture™.
the Confucian-heritage culture of China, but there is a lack of qualitative studies in this area. Due
to the fact that many Chinese students come to the UK to do a Masters degree which generally
needs to be finished within just one year (Home2UK, 2006), their learning experiences tn China

are of particular importance to their pertormance in the UK. However. a review of the literature on



CHAPTER ONE

academic writing in China (Chapter 3) showed that there has been a lack of attention to and
empirical research into the training that Chinese university students receive concerning academic
writing, and their application of argumentation and CT to academic writing remains unknown. As
a result, the present study attempts to fill in these gaps by focusing particularly on the learning
experiences of Chinese students at undergraduate level in China and the perceived influence of
these experiences on students’ CT in academic writing in the UK, from a largely qualitative
viewpoint. The thesis reports two related studies, and the results are expected to be helpful to

university teachers and perhaps even students in addition to those research aspects of higher

education in English-speaking countries.

1.2 Research questions and research strategies

The literature review showed that there was very little published information on the literacy and
CT background of Chinese higher-degree students in the UK and this included even basic things

like how many academic pieces of writing they had produced as undergraduates, what types of text

were involved and how long they were. Four fairly broad questions thus emerged as needing

answers:
RQ1 What do Chinese students write for their first degrees in China? (How often students
write, what types of text are involved and how long they are.)
RQ2 What challenges do Chinese postgraduate students at UK universities encounter in
academic writing?
RQ3 How far do they think they apply CT to academic writing in the UK?
RQ4 What impact does the training received at undergraduate level in China have on
students’ CT in academic writing?
In order to answer them, a mixed-methods strategy was adopted comprising both
questionnaires and interviews for Study 1 undertaken at a British university. Questionnaires were
used to elicit answers to RQ1, which was broadly based but involved mostly factual information

and clear-cut opinions. The interviews were designed to answer the three other more complex



CHAPTER ONE

questions, as well as new questions emerging from the questionnaires. The interviews also served
the function of checking the reliability of findings from the questionnaire and providing
complementary data on RQI1. A preliminary study was conducted in October 2005, in order to
generate background data for the questionnaire and possible options for the items in it. On the
basis of this, the questionnaire was designed and sent out through various channels, including the
researcher’s friends, the local Chinese students' association, and the tutors of particular courses, to
Chinese graduate students at a university in the north of England. Altogether, 40 students
responded, of whom 28 agreed to be interviewed.

The findings from Study 1 provided useful answers to all four questions emerging from the
literature reviews. For example, the questionnaire showed that the writing experiences of Chinese
students at undergraduate level in China varied a great deal. However, Study 1 made it clear that
the training Chinese students receive at undergraduate level in China needed to be examined in

much greater depth. Study 2 was accordingly designed to be conducted in China and to answer six

research questions:
RQS5 What kinds of writing are emphasised at undergraduate level in China?
RQ6 How well do Chinese students apply CT skills to writing for their first degrees?
RQ7 What do Chinese teachers think about students’ performance in academic writing and
critical thinking?
RQ8 What is the focus of the training at undergraduate level in China?
RQ9 How do the current teaching and learning practices affect students’ use of CT skills?
RQ10 What factors lie behind the differences between English-major students and other
social science students in academic writing?
Because the training at undergraduate level in China 1s a complex phenomenon, and beyond the
control of the researcher, a case study approach was adopted for Study 2 and two departments at a
Chinese university were explored in detail (Yin, 2003). A case study was also used to obtain
in-depth data and a fuller comprehension of the situations (see Yin, 2003, Stark and Torrance,
2004). As Study 1 had shown a significant difference between English-major students and other
social science students regarding academic writing, the study was deliberately situated in the
Department of Foreign Languages and the Department of International Trade and Finance.

In particular, three research methods which are commonly used in case studies were used to

3
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tackle the six questions: interviews, classroom observations, and text analysis. Interviews were
used because the questions were complex and sensitive and required intensive investigation.
However, because data gathered through interviews are “indirect™ and “filtered through the view
of interviewees” (Creswell, 2003: 187), and may be inaccurate (Gillham, 2000b), classroom
observations and student writing samples were added to compensate for these weaknesses, as they
provided first-hand intformation (Creswell, 2003; Yin, 2003; Denscombe, 2007).

A pilot study was conducted in 2006 to test the research instruments. Altogether. two
third-year English-major undergraduates, two fourth-year Finance undergraduates, two English
lecturers, and one Finance lecturer were interviewed. Two classes in the Department of Foreign
Languages were observed, followed by an interview with the teachers of the courses concerned.
Three student assignments written by third-year students were collected from each of the two
departments.

Findings from the pilot study showed that the research instruments were basically effective
and could be retained in the main study. However, the findings also led to a series of small
alterations to the original research instruments, such as including a working definition of CT and
plagiarism in the interviews in the main study. The main study was carried out at the same
university 1n December 2007 and January 2008, so that the research subjects had similar
educational backgrounds to those in the pilot study. In total, nineteen tace-to-face interviews were
carried out with five students and five teachers from the Department of Foreign Languages, and
five students and four teachers from the Department of International Trade and Finance. Five more
classes were observed in the Department of Foreign Languages, and four classes were observed in
the Department of International Trade and Finance. Ten assignments and five dissertations were
collected from the Department of Foreign Languages. In order to compare and contrast student
writing from the two departments, the same number of essays and dissertations were also collected

from the Department of International Trade and Finance.

1.3 Synopsis of the thesis
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There are ten chapters in this thesis. As the two studies were conducted independently, the research
methods in each study are discussed separately. The following is a brief outline of each of the
remaining chapters.

Chapter 2 discusses the issue raised by Paton (2005) about whether the cultural background
or the training is the main factor which affects students’ use of CT in writing. The chapter starts
with a critical review of Paton’s (2005) article and then reviews related studies published outside
and inside Mainland China. The literature review shows that: (1) the “small culture”, or the
learning context in which students are situated, seems to play a more important role than the “big
culture”, such as the Confucian heritage of Chinese culture; (2) there is a lack of detailed empirical
evidence in this area, particularly from qualitative studies; and (3) the studies reviewed do not
define the key concepts studied, such as “culture” and “critical thinking”, adequately or
consistently. The implications for the present study are: (1) there is a need to conduct an in-depth
empirical study on the learning context of Chinese students, and its impact on their critical
thinking; (2) a qualitative approach could be taken to achieve this purpose; and (3) a working
definition of the key term, “critical thinking”, is necessary.

Chapter 3 looks at the broader context of the study, by reviewing the existing literature on the
conventions of academic writing at tertiary level in the UK and in China, and on contrastive
rhetoric in English and Chinese. The main findings are that: (1) research literature published in
China does not reject the traditional theory of contrastive rhetoric (e.g. Wang, 2003; Ma, 2004; Hu,
2006; Zhang, 2006), while the literature published outside China has begun to challenge 1t (e.g.
Taylor and Chen, 1991; Kachru, 1997); (2) some key linguistic and argumentational features of
good academic writing are shared by both countries, but academic writing seems to be more
emphasised in the UK; and (3) there is a lack of high-quality empirical studies from China on the
academic writing of students and the application of argumentation and CT to it. This implies that
there is a need to do an in-depth research study in these areas.

The purposes of Chapter 4 are: (1) to derive an appropriate working definition of the concept
“critical thinking™; (2) to explore the current approaches to teaching and assessing CT; and (3) to
draw some implications. Six related areas of CT are reviewed: history, importance, critiques,
definitions, CT training, and CT assessment. The review results in a working definition of CT, and

concludes that certain aspects of training, such as class discussion and writing, could be examined

5
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to gain insight into the CT of Chinese students. The review also makes 1t clear that a quantitative
approach may not be appropriate, and argues for a qualitative approach instead.

Chapter 5 explains the rationale for the research design in Study 1 1n the UK: stating the
research aim and the research questions, and justifying why a mixed-methods approach combining
both questionnaires and interviews was used. Lastly, the chapter describes and justifies the process
of data collection, including the choice of research site, the design of the questionnaire and
interviews, the process of sampling, ethical considerations, verification strategies, and methods

used to analyse data.

Chapter 6 describes and discusses the findings from Study 1: the preliminary research. the
questionnaire survey, and the interviews. The preliminary study served the function of providing
evidence to underpin the questionnaire design. The questionnaire survey generated several new
questions which were further explored in the follow-up interviews. In addition, the interviews
investigated the challenges that Chinese graduate students encounter in the UK in academic
writing.

Chapter 7 explains the rationale for the design of Study 2 in China: the research questions
cmerging from Study | and appropriate strategies and methods used to collect data to answer them.
The result i1s a case study in two departments at a Chinese university. The chapter also discusses
the trustworthiness ot case studies, and the procedure for data collection and analysis in the pilot
study.

Chapter 8 presents the findings of the pilot study in China, and considers what needs to be
retained and what needs to be altered for the main study.

Chapter 9 first discusses the research methods in the main study: the procedure used for data
collection, sampling and data analysis, ethical considerations, and the strategies used to build
trustworthiness. The chapter then presents and discusses the findings from the interviews,
classroom observations, and the analyses of the student writing samples.

Chapter 10 provides a short overview of the key findings from the two studies before drawing
three main conclusions from them plus the literature reviews. After that, it considers the
implications of the findings and makes a number of recommendations for Chinese students,
Chinese educators, and English educators. Finally, it discusses the limitations of the study and

makes a number of suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER TWO

Chapter 2

Critical thinking by Chinese students

2.1 Introduction

“With 70,000 students in the UK from Mainland China and 20,000 more from Hong Kong, China
1S the largest international market for UK education™ (British Council Annual Report 2005-06: 38).
At the same time as they enjoy a different and potentially exciting experience, Chinese students in
the UK also have to deal with a range of challenges, such as cultural shock and language problems.
Among all these challenges, academic writing in a second language 1s probably the most important
and demanding task, especially when they are required to apply critical thinking skills to reading
and writing. While Atkinson (1997) claimed that critical thinking is a unique western product and
incompatible with Asian collectivist traditions, Paton (2005) argued that Chinese students’ lack of
critical thinking in academic writing in English 1s due more to insufficient knowledge about the
subject area and target language deficiency. He further suggested that i1t 1s not just Chinese or
East-Asian students who need to be trained in critical thinking, but all first-year college and
university students should be taught cognitive skills relevant to critical thinking. From this
perspective, training rather than culture seems to be the key tactor which aftects students’
performance in critical thinking. However. more literature needs to be reviewed to see whether this
1S @ mainstream view on this controversial issue. In addition, for those Chinese Masters students in
particular w<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>