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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 is 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 is 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 I 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. 
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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 in 

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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CH. -ýLPTER ONE 

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1 The aim and significance of the study 

The aim of the present study is to examine the influence of previous learning context(s) at 

undergraduate level on the application of critical thinking (henceforth CT) to academic wi-iting hý 

Chinese students studying abroad (in the UK) on higher degrees. There has been controversy about 

the meaning, general isabi lity, 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 rny 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 

(Tian, 2004). However, due to the limited length of 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 is mainly due to other factors, such as a lack of CT training, language barriers (especially 

with respect to writing English for academic purposes), and unfamiliarity 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 affects their use 

of CT skills in writing, is 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 in China 

are of particular importance to their performance 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: 

RQ I 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 I 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 
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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 RQ 1. 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 I 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 I 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: 

RQ5 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? 

RQIO 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 is 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 I 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 
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tackle the six questions: interviews, classroom observations, and text analysis. Interviews ýNere I 

used because the questions were complex and sensitive and required intensive investigation. 

However, because data gathered through interviews are -Indirect- and -filtered through the vie%\ 

of interviewees" (Creswell, 2003: 187), and may be inaccurate (Gillham, 2000b), classroom 

observations and student writing samples were added to compensate for these ýý'eaknesses, as they 

provided first-hand information (Creswell, 2003; Yin, 2003; Denscombe, 2007). 

A pilot study was conducted in 2006 to test the research instruments. Altogether, t\N, o 

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 in December 2007 and January 2008, so that the research subjects had similar 

educational backgrounds to those in the pilot study. In total, nineteen face-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 

4 



CHAPTER ONE 

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 it (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 it clear that a quantitati\ e 

approach may not be appropriate, and argues for a qualitative approach instead. 

Chapter 5 explains the rationale for the research design in Study I in 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 

emerging frorn Study I and appropriate strategies and methods used to collect data to answer them. 

The result is a case study in two departments at a Chinese university. The chapter also discusses 

the trustworthiness of 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 

trListworthiness. The chapter then presents and discusses the findings from the interviews, 

classroorn 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 
1. 

Chinese students, 

Chinese educators, and English educators. Finally, it discusses the limitations of the study and 

makes a number Of SLI est ions 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 

is the largest international market for UK education" (British Council Annual Report 2005-06: 58). 

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 problerns. 

Among all these challenges, academic writing in a second language is 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 acadernic writing in English is due more to insufficient knowledge about the 

subject area and target language deficiency. He further suggested that it is 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 factor which affects students' 

performance in critical thinking. However, more literature needs to be reviewed to see whether this 

is a mainstream view on this controversial issue. In addition, for those Chinese Masters students in 

particular who are studying in the UK for only nine to twelve months, the training realistically 

needs to be pre-course. So, if Paton is right, training on students' first degrees may well be 

particularly important to prepare them for the study in the UK. Therefore, the main objective of 

this chapter is to explore whether students' cultural background or training is the main factor 

affecting Chinese students' critical thinking in academic writing in English. 

The chapter will start with a discussion of Paton's (2005) article, as he tried to answer exactly 

tile question of what key factors affect the performance of Chinese students in critical thinkin-g, in 

academic %vork. This will be followed by the arguments from other literature published outside 
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China in this area, and then the literature published inside China. 

2.2 A question raised by Paton: Is critical thinking merely a western construct? 

In 2005, Paton published an interesting article, entitled 'Is Critical Analysis Foreign to Chinese 

Students', in which he argued strongly against the view that Chinese culture leads to the lack of a 

critical element in Chinese students' academic work when studying abroad. Paton (2005) came to 

the conclusion that critical thinking is not merely a western product, but belongs to all the existing 

successful cultures in the world. Paton's (2005) conclusion was primarily based on the following 

evidence. 

First of all, according to Paton (2005), evidence from Needham's (1956; 1962) Science and 

Civilisation in China shows that, in the history of science in China, there existed at least five of the 

six forms of scientific thinking, namely "postulational, experimental, modelling, taxonomic, and 

historical derivation" (p. 2), which are considered to be the basis of the concept of critical thinking 

in western culture by Crombie (1994, cited in Paton, 2005). He further argued that although 

another form, "probabilistic mode" is missing in Needham's book, it can in fact be found in the 

field of ancient Chinese geology, mostly in the texts written by Shen Gua, a famous ancient 

Chinese geologist. Paton thus arrived at the conclusion that at least in the past 1000 years of 

Chinese history, key elements of critical thought did exist in Chinese culture. Indeed, Paton (2005) 

argued that critical thinking is one of the key reasons why human beings were able to survive a 

hostile environment from the beginning and continue their evolution and development throughout 

a long history. 

Secondly, Paton (2005) suggested that critical thinking elements can even be detected in an 

obviously unscientific discipline -fengshui, which primarily explores and explains qi of Yin and 

vang. The ancient Chinese showed their "critical understanding of the hydrological cycle" when 

considering the "human placement in relation to fertility" in burial (p. 3), and empirical thinking 

when seeking knowledge through observation. 

Tliirdl,,,, Paton (21005) had anecdotal evidence to support his conclusion. He found h'om his 
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teaching experience at an Australian university that Chinese students, when studying abroad, 

encountered two main challenges in academic study: a lack of relevant subject knowledge and a 

lack of appropriate language proficiency. These unavoidably affected their performance in critical 

thinking in academic study. Therefore, it is not sensible to assert that it must be the culture that 

leads to the lack of critical thinking in Chinese students. 

Fourthly, from the perspective of cognitive development, he argued that first Year 

undergraduates are not mature enough to possess certain advanced critical thinking skills, such as 

reflective thinking and integrative thinking. For this reason, not only Chinese undergraduate 

students, but also the undergraduates from other countries, need to be trained to apply these skills. 

However, one of Paton's (2005) arguments seems to be contradictory with respect to the 

others, as he pointed out that Chinese students' home culture does not encourage them to question 

authority, and this causes reticence when it comes to class discussion. In relation to this, it seems 

that Chinese students' performance in critical thinking is indeed affected by their culture. But one 

unanswered question in Paton's article is which period of history is more influential to the students, 

the more remote period as described in Paton's (2005) quotations or the more recent period as 

reflected in certain events such as the Tiananmen Square incident in the late 1980's, in which, 

according to Paton, some people were punished for their questioning of authority. 

In addition to this weakness, Paton's argumentation has other obvious shortcomings. As 

discussed above, Paton used evidence from an unscientific and superstitious discipline to support 

his conclusion, which opened him to challenges from others, as critical thinking is regarded more 

as a form of scientific thinking, at least in western cultures. Another apparent weakness is that 

Paton appealed to anecdotal evidence, rather than empirical studies either conducted by himself or 

other people, and anecdotal evidence is normally not considered as strong support for conclusions 

(Brown and Rutter, 2006). Other doubts can be cast on aspects of his argumentation, for example, 

whether certain events such as the Tiananmen Square incident provide convincing evidence that 

the questioning of authority is truly not encouraged in other aspects of the home culture of Chinese 

students, such as education rather than politics. 

Because of these shortcomings in Paton's (2005) argumentation, it seems to be still too early 

to give concrete answers to the question of what key factors affect the critical thinking abilities of 

Chinese students. However, assuming there is indeed a problem with a lack of critical thinking, the 
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main controversial point seems to centre on the issue of whether students' cultural background or 

the training they received is the major factor. Therefore, it may be well worth looking at other 

research literature in this area. 

2.3 Culture or training or other factors? - more voices 

2.3.1 Two key concepts 

Culture has long been a controversial and vague concept. According to Vermeersch (1977), there 

were around 160 definitions before 1950. Vermeersch (1977) suggested a definition in the field 

of cultural anthropology: "the class of cultural objects is the class of forms determined by man" 

(p. 47). He further explained that 

"a form I call every class of states of a material or energetic substratum which 
(states) are identified with one another and discriminated from other classes of 
states", 

and by "determined by man", he meant 

"(i) that it would not exist without man, (ii) that it is not uniquely determined by 
biological constraints, and (iii) that the form as such is determined by man: the 

process of discrimination and identification must accompany the creation or change 
of the form in question (they are necessary and, sometimes, sufficient conditions 
for it)". (p. 47) 

A more recent definition can be found on the website of the Center for Advanced Research on 

Language Acquisition (CARLA) (2007) at the University of Minnesota as follows, 

66 culture is defined as the shared patterns of behaviors and interactions, cognitive 

constructs, and affective understanding that are learned through a process of 

socialization. These shared patterns identify the members of a culture group while 

also distinguishing those of another group. " 

As Vermeersch's (1977) definition is restricted to the field of cultural anthropology, and the 
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definition found on the website of the CARLA is easier to understand, the latter one is adopted for 

this study. 

The term "training" will refer to the process of acquiring or applying knowledge or skills in 

schools, rather than self-learning or learning through other means. 

The discussion of the literature relevant to this issue is organized as follows: literature 

published outside Mainland China and literature published inside China which is for or against 

Paton. 

2.3.2 Alternative voices outside China 

Generally speaking, the studies published outside China which do not support Paton (2005) can be 

divided into two groups: those which argue that critical thinking is culturally based, or that 

Chinese culture is not conducive to the development of critical thinking skills, and those whose 

empirical research findings do not support Paton's (2005) conclusions. 

A typical representative of the first group is Atkinson (1997) who argued that critical thinking 

is cultural thinking and a kind of social practice. He explained that critical thinking is an 

unconsciously developed social product in western cultures, and incompatible with the collective 

tradition in certain Asian cultures, for example, Chinese and Japanese cultures. The evidence for 

this assertion, according to Atkinson (1997) is Asian students' performance at western universities, 

such as their difficulties with creative and innovative writing, and their reticence and lack of 

interaction in class, which are due to the long tradition of memorisation and recitation in these 

countries. Atkinson's argument is strongly supported by Pennycook (1996a) and Canagarajah 

(2002a) (both cited in Paltridge, 2004) who made the same assertion that critical thinking is solely 

a western idea. Similarly, Cortazzi and Jin (1997) pointed out that Chinese students bring their 

home cultures with them when studying abroad. While British academic culture emphasises 

individualism, Chinese academic culture tends to stress relationships and collectivism. In addition, 

Cortazzi and Jin (1997) argued that Chinese students have a long tradition of respecting the 

teachers and text (also see Liu, 1998; Hu, 2002). The cultural differences, along with the different 

rhetorical patterns in the two cultures, cause the distinct behaviours of the students from these two 
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cultures in group discussions. However, this does not mean that Cortazzi and Jin agreed with 

Atkinson that collectivism is incompatible with critical thinking. In fact, they argued that 

memorisation and recitation is only the path to deep learning and reflective thinking, which has 

been emphasised in the long history of Chinese educational culture (Jin and Cortazzi, 2006). 

Atkinson's argument is also supported by Wan (2001) who argued that Chinese cultural values 

may well affect students' learning styles. For instance, Chinese culture encourages respect for 

authority and advocates conformity, and students are expected to respect teachers and listen quietly 

and carefully in class (Wan, 2001). The cultural differences, according to Wan (2001), could be 

one of the reasons why Chinese students find it difficult to adapt to a western academic culture. 

Similar arguments regarding the influence of culture on thinking modes can be found in 

Albert et al. 's (2002) study and Mangena and Chabeli's (2005) research. Mangena and Chabeli 

(2005) argued that most of the cultures in the world do not allow children to question adults and 

this undoubtedly restricts students' development of critical thinking. However, it is interesting that 

Mangena and Chabeli's (2005) study was carried out in South Africa. This means that not only 

Asian students, but also students from many other cultures may well suffer the same problem. 

Although other scholars or researchers have not explicitly claimed that Chinese culture lacks 

critical thinking elements, their arguments implied that critical thinking was a typical western 

product. For instance, Cuypers (2004) claimed that "in contrast with primitive cultures, or 

theocratic ones, our western liberal democracy places a very high value on rationality and 

autonomy" (p. 75). Similarly, Dam and Volman (2004) noted that "'to be critical' seems to be part 

of our western culture" (p. 360). Finally, according to Thayer-Bacon (2000), the origin of critical 

thinking can be traced back to ancient Greek philosophy, which is considered to be the source of 

modem westem philosophy. 

Empirical research into the critical thinking of Chinese students, which is likely to weaken 

Paton's conclusions, however, is very limited. All the four studies (see lp et al., 2000; McBride et 

al., 2002; Tiwari et al., 2003; and Yeh and Chen, 2005) in this field are restricted to testing the 

critical thinking dispositions of students by using the California Critical Thinking Dispositions 

Inventory (CCTDI)'. lp et al. (2000) conducted a study on 122 Chinese nursing students in Hong 

Kong and the participants showed negative dispositions towards the sub-scales of Truth-seeking, 

Open-mindedness, Systematicity, CT-confidence and Maturity, and positive dispositions towards 

12 



CHAPTER TWO 

Analyticity and Inquisitiveness. The overall mean score of 264.70 was taken as indicating that the 

participants were not disposed to think critically in general, as only an overall score of 280 or 

higher suggested a positive disposition towards critical thinking. 

McBride et al. 's (2002) study is of particular importance as it attempts to compare the 

dispositions towards critical thinking between students from a western culture and students from 

Mainland China, and to explain the differences and similarities between the results. McBride et al. 

(2002) conducted the CCTDI test on 218 American physical education students from nine 

universities and 234 Chinese pre-service teachers from the Shanghai Institute of Physical 

Education. The results showed that American students outscored Chinese participants on the two 

subscales of Maturity and CT-confidence, while the two groups achieved similar scores on the 

subscales of Truth-seeking and Inquisitiveness. The total scores of both groups were not reported, 

as the reliability coefficients of three subscales - Analyticity, Systernaticity and Open-mindedness 

- were low and these were not further analysed. Because the MANOVA result showed that culture 

had an impact on the dispositions, McBride et al. (2002) suggested that the differences between the 

two cultures on the subscales of Maturity and CT-confidence can probably be attributed to the 

individualistic tradition in America and collectivistic tradition in China, and different teaching and 

learning styles in the two countries. They pointed out that Asian students have been considered to 

be memorisation-oriented learners and the highly structured learning environment is not conducive 

to students' deep and reflective learning. However, they failed to identify reasons for the 

similarities between the results of the test and recommended future research in this area. They also 

acknowledged the limitation of the sampling in the study, especially in China, which was achieved 

through "purposive sampling procedures" (p. 134). Thus the results from the Chinese group may 

not be representative on a larger scale. 

Tiwari et al. (2003) also conducted a comparative study, but this time between Hong Kong 

Chinese and Australian nursing students. The CCTDl questionnaire survey had 222 Chinese 

responses and 162 Australian responses in total. It was found that Chinese students showed a 

negative disposition towards critical thinking in general. Specifically, they had positive scores on 

Analyticity, CT-confidence, and Inquisitiveness, but were ambivalent towards Truth-seeking, 

Open-mindedness, Systematicity, and Maturity. In contrast, the Australian students' total scores 

showed that they were disposed towards critical thinking in general. Their scores on the subscales 
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of Analyticity, CT-confidence, Inquisitiveness, Open-mindedness and Maturity were positive, 

while the scores on Truthseeking and Systernaticity were negative. Tiwari et al. pointed out that 

the low scores on Truthseeking and Systernaticity in both groups could be the result of the 

institutional traditions and teaching and learning practices in the two places, and attributed the low 

scores on Open-mindedness and Maturity in Chinese students to their Confucian-heritage culture, 

which "does not sanction critical questioning and conflicting views" (p. 305). However, it was 

interesting that the authors made such comments, as Hong Kong had been under the colonial 

control of the UK for over 150 years and its local culture could have been largely influenced by 

westem cultures. 

In Yeh and Chen's (2005) study using a CCTDI test on 126 nursing students in Taiwan, the 

pre-test results showed that the scores on Truth-seeking, Open-mindedness, Systematicity and 

CT-confidence were negative, while the scores on the subscales of Analyticity, Inquisitiveness and 

Maturity were positive. The overall mean score of the pre-test was 282.18, which, interestingly, 

meant that students had a positive disposition towards critical thinking. As the purpose of the study 

was to investigate the effectiveness of a programme on the critical thinking dispositions of 

students, the authors did not explain the reasons for the perfon-nance of the participants in each 

aspect of the CCTDI test. 

A comparison of the test results in the above four quantitative empirical studies using the 

CCTDI suggested that Chinese students are generally disposed to being inquisitive, but lack 

dispositions towards Truth-seeking, Open-mindedness and Systematicity, and vary on the other 

subscales. There is a clear lack of qualitative empirical studies in this area, and a lack of either 

quantitative or qualitative studies on Mainland Chinese students. I have been unable to find any 

empirical research into the abilities dimension of critical thinking on Chinese students. Hence, it is 

very difficult to form a comprehensive perception of the critical thinking of Chinese students 

based on the literature reviewed so far. 

2.3.3 Supporting voices outside China 

First, it is clear that Facione (2006) agreed with Paton in his belief in the universal nature of 
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critical thinking and its independence from cultural influence. In 1988, in order to find out the key 

elements of critical thinking, Facione (1990) and the California Academic Press initiated the 

Delphi research project which involved 46 famous critical thinking professionals. In the Delphi 

report illustrated by Facione (1990), there are explanations of a consensus statement reached by 

the experts regarding different aspects of critical thinking, for example, the cognitive skills 

involved in critical thinking, the dispositions of a good critical thinker and its importance for 

human beings. On the basis of the consensus statement in the Delphi report, Facione (2006) argued 

that critical thinking is fundamental to a "rational and democratic society" (p. 19), and that an 

uncritical society will collapse sooner or later. As the meaning of the concept of critical thinking is 

crucial to such an argument, it seems to be necessary to explore the explanation of the concept by 

the experts. From the consensus statement, it is not difficult to infer that what most of the experts 

understood as critical thinking is not significantly different from rational thinking or traditional 

western philosophy. According to the Delphi group, the core critical thinking skills include 

analysis, interpretation, self-regulation, inference, explanation, and evaluation; and the dispositions 

towards critical thinking are the willingness to be inquisitive, systematic, analytical, open-minded, 

judicious, truth-seeking, and confident in reasoning. These skills and dispositions, according to the 

Delphi group, are not specifically restricted to any field or culture; good critical thinking is 

independent of any cultural beliefs. 

Another line of evidence comes from Stapleton (2001), who attempted to find the relationship 

between familiarity with content and students' performance on thinking tasks, by analysing 

Japanese university students' written assignments. He gave 45 students two topics to write on: one 

was familiar to them and one was not. The results showed that not only the argumentation patterns, 

including the number, variety and depth of arguments, but also the sources of evidence for the 

familiar topic were significantly different from those for the unfamiliar topic. In addition, the 

different views of the two raters - an American teacher and a Japanese PhD student - on the same 

issues suggested that the assumptions of one culture were not always shared by, or could even 

conflict with, those of another culture. Since a person's judgement is strongly influenced by his 

assumptions, Stapleton (2001) concluded that the perception that Asian students are weak critical 

thinkers, which is based on the performance of Asian students who grew up in one culture but 

study in another, is problematic. The participants in the study displayed their critical thought by 
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taking a standpoint and reasoning with evidence, especially when writing on the fwniliar topic. 

The fallacies found in the participants' argumentation, such as irrelevant evidence, were also very 

common in the writing of English-speaking students. Therefore, it does not make sense to claim 

that culture is the sole reason for the weak critical thought of Asian students. Familiarity with 

content and the assumptions developed in a social context both appear to play key roles in 

performance 
2. 

An alternative explanation was provided by Clark and Gieve (2006), who insisted that 

researchers should pay more attention to the "small culture", such as the classrooms, to seek the 

reasons for the performance of the Chinese students, rather than the "big culture", such as the 

Confucian heritage of Chinese culture, to explain the individual student's behaviour. In the past, 

many scholars or researchers have appealed to Confucianism as the explanation for the 

characteristics of Chinese students studying abroad, as perceived by English-speaking teachers as 

being "obedient to authority, passive in class, lacking in CT and adopting inadequate learning 

strategies" (Clark and Gieve, 2006: 54). However, Clark and Gieve argued that this racial 

stereotyping of Chinese students is due to: firstly, western scholars' biased understanding of 

Chinese students' behaviour based on their own assumptions; secondly, their limited understanding 

of the Confucian tradition; and thirdly, their ignorance of the dynamic social, cultural, and 

economic changes occurring in modem China. In fact, Clark and Gieve pointed out that many 

western researchers have been trying to apply western notions and thoughts to Chinese students, 

and this has frequently been found to be unfair and inappropriate. For instance, memorisation has 

been regarded by many western scholars as rote learning, while in China, it is only a preparation 

for understanding. In terms of the Confucian tradition, it cannot be seen as equivalent to what 

Confucius supposedly taught initially. In fact, Confucius himself advocates inquiring, deep 

thinking, and equality between the students and the teachers in his work (Ma, 2004). Further, 

Chinese students are markedly diverse due to their different personal histories and social and 

economic backgrounds. Hence, it is hard to predict an individual student's characteristics simply 

on the basis of his cultural background (Clark and Gieve, 2006). Students' performance, according 

to Clark and Gieve, is more affected by the "small culture" in which they are situated than the "big 

culture", and students can adjust their learning strategies and methods to meet the requirements of 

a particular institute, department, or even a teacher. The instructional materials, the assessment 
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methods, and the expectations of the teacher in a classroom are all of vital importance to the 

performance of the students. Consequently, Clark and Gieve noted that Chinese students' reliance 

on memorisation can be attributed in large part to the "small culture" of the institution, such as the 

"heavy workload, surface assessment demands or over-lecturing" (p. 6 1). 

These points are strongly supported by Cheng (2000), who argued that the main reasons for 

Asian students', especially Chinese students', reticence and passivity in class are the teaching 

methods the teachers adopt and the lack of appropriate language proficiency. He explained that in 

China, students are used to teacher-centred classes and tend to keep quiet and respect the teachers, 

while in many western countries, classroom discussion and student participation in classroom 

activities are taken for granted as natural teaching and learning practices. When studying abroad, 

Chinese students usually do not know what is required and expected in class and what the rules of 

discussion are, even when they really want to participate. Research undertaken in the universities 

in the UK also suggests that Chinese students are generally ill-prepared for their study in the UK 

as the teaching and learning experience in China is markedly different from that in the UK (Rastall, 

2006). For example, Rastall (2006) noted that the essay writing and library skills of Chinese 

students are poorly developed in China. However, according to Cheng (2000), western researchers 

and teachers often attribute the performance and behaviour of Chinese students to their Confucian 

cultural background. Cheng (2000) argued that although Confucius stressed that students should 

show respect for knowledge and knowledgeable teachers, many well-known Confucian sayings 

indicate that Confucius believed that students should not be necessarily less knowledgeable or 

more passive than the teacher. Inquiry into and challenging other people's views, even those of 

well-known scholars, are found to be encouraged in other Chinese sayings or mottoes as well. A 

typical example, as noted by Cheng, is the motto "qin xue hao wen" which means "(a good student 

should) study hard and always be ready to ask questions" (p. 440). Similarly, Jin and Cortazzi 

(2006) insisted that independent and reflective thinking have been emphasised in the long history 

of education in China since Confucius' time. In addition, according to Cheng (2000), Chinese 

students' reactions to and performances in different classes could vary significantly. This too 

means that the learning context is a key factor which affects students' performance. 

Another reason for students' reticence in class when studying abroad is probably their lack of 

adequate language proficiency. Cheng (2000) pointed out that although many students have passed 
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the required language tests, such as TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) or IELTS 

(International English Language Testing System), they probably do not have the necessary 

language proficiency to cope with the learning tasks, such as group discussion in class, when they 

go abroad. In fact, high scores on these tests may well be the result of intensive training on test 

strategies and skills. Goode's (2007) interviews with international doctoral students also indicated 

that language might well be a barrier to their participation in seminar discussions, for example, 

expressing their own opinions, and questioning and challenging others. 

If the students' previous learning experience has a profound influence on their future or 

further study, as Cheng (2000) suggested, it is possible that Chinese students' unsatisfactory 

performance in academic writing at western universities could be the result of their lack of 

appropriate training in this aspect before they came to the universities concerned. It is 

understandable if students are not ready for essays and dissertations as the primary assessment 

tools in many UK universities, especially in arts and humanities or social science disciplines, as 

they are used to the excessive examinations, often involving multiple choice format, which mainly 

test their memorisation of information in textbooks or class notes. Chinese students' lack of 

practice in academic writing in English in China was also mentioned by Jin and Cortazzi (2006). 

In addition, they argued that Chinese students encounter different discourse patterns when they 

come to the UK, where teachers often expect a deductive mode of arguing, while in China an 

inductive mode, is more popular. Jin and Cortazzi (2006) attributed Chinese students' weakness in 

critical thinking to their previous learning experiences as well. They pointed out that in China, 

attention to and emphasis on critical thought is not sufficient in education and students are used to 

respecting the authorities including the teachers, and consequently hesitate to challenge them. 

Gu and Schweisfurth's (2006) studies strongly support the above discussions regarding the 

impact of the context and language proficiency on Chinese students' learning outcomes at 

universities abroad, although they still acknowledge the profound influence of the cultural 

background of the learners. The interaction between these factors, according to Gu and 

Schweisfurth (2006), forms a "holistic" approach to the understanding of the learning process of 

Chinese students at UK universities, which requires an "analytical and reflective attitude" (p. 75) 

on the part of the researchers who attempt to explore intercultural issues in education. Gu and 

Schweisfurth (2006) argued that, in order to understand an individual student's learning process, it 
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is necessary to take into account various factors such as the student's personal history, his identity 

and motivation, the relationship between the teacher and the student, and the complex teaching and 

leaming context. However, Gu and Schweisfurth's (2006) studies showed that Chinese students 

did experience huge teaching and learning shock when they first came to the UK. In China, the 

classes were usually teacher-centred and students were used to accepting knowledge and answers 

from the teachers, while in the student-centred classes in the UK, students were expected to learn 

independently and participate actively in group or pair activities. In addition, their research 

findings showed that many students had difficulties with the different writing styles in the UK. 

These findings are clearly consistent with Cheng's (2000) explanations for Chinese students' 

reticence in class. The findings of their studies also showed that students had a strong desire to 

learn new knowledge and adapt to the new environment, and the constructs which are shaped by 

culture can indeed be transformed in the learning process. This finding reflected how important the 

context is in students' learning process. As long as students know the rules, they will adjust their 

learning strategies actively to meet the requirements. 

The holistic approach suggested by Gu and Schweisfurth (2006) was also endorsed by Shi 

(2006). He conducted a questionnaire survey with 400 middle school students in Shanghai in 2003, 

in order to explore students' attitudes towards aspects of English language teaching and learning. 

Interestingly, the participants in the study were very active and critical, rather than being passive 

and obedient. The responses indicated that students, especially the older ones, were critical of the 

teachers, the textbooks, and even themselves. In contrast to the assertion that the classes in China 

are mostly teacher-centred and lecture-oriented, findings showed that students preferred interaction 

and various activities in class. However, results uncovered features of Chinese students reported in 

other literature, such as respect for the knowledgeable teachers, the diligence and perseverance of 

the students, and stress from exams. Shi (2006) acknowledged that the results of the study may not 

represent the situation in other poorer places in China, as Shanghai is one of the most developed 

areas of the country. Shi suggested that a holistic perspective should be taken when looking at the 

learning cultures in China, in the sense that all aspects of the culture should be taken into account. 

Learning culture is, Shi argued, a dynamic and complex concept, which encompasses a range of 

factors such as social, economic, age, regional, and gender influences. Traditional Confucianism, 

which also experienced several stages of development and transformation, should not be the sole 
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explanation of the performance and characteristics of contemporary Chinese students. The current 

popular culture in China has been significantly influenced by western ideas, especially from 

American culture. 

Jones's (2005) empirical study, although on a very small scale and only "indicative", also 

provided strong supporting evidence for Clark and Gieve's (2006) and Cheng's (2000) conclusions 

regarding the important influence of the learning context on students' performance. Jones's (2005) 

study was carried out with four Chinese-speaking international students and four English-speaking 

local students at an Australian university. All the eight students were in their first year of an 

economics course. They were given a critical thinking task in which they were required to make 

(anonymous) critical comments on the other students' responses. Each student was interviewed 

afterwards to investigate the relationship between critical thinking and the learning context. The 

results showed that despite the differences in language and previous learning experiences, all the 

participants displayed very similar understanding of critical thinking, as long as the requirements 

of the task were explained clearly. Chinese students showed their abilities to adapt to the new 

learning context by trying to find out the requirements of the task actively, although the task was 

completely new to them. This also indicated that Chinese students were not passive at all. 

Students', including both Chinese and local students', low level of critical thought due to their 

limited knowledge about the subject area was consistent with Stapleton's (2001) findings as well. 

However, the findings, as acknowledged by the author herself, were limited to the small scale. 

Consequently, the characteristics showed by the Chinese-speaking students, who were from Hong 

Kong and Malaysia, may not represent students from Mainland China. 

To sum up, most of the above discussion regarding the critical thinking of Chinese students or 

their performance in academic study in an English-speaking environment attempts to argue against 

the assertion that Chinese or Asian students' lack of critical thinking or being passive in class is 

due to their cultural background. In order to demonstrate that this statement is wrong or at least 

one-sided, a range of evidence has been provided. It seems that the learning context is of major 

concern to the experts or researchers (for instance, Cheng, 2000; Gu and Schweisfurth, 2006; 

Jones, 2005), although they may have used other terms such as "small culture" (see Clark and 

Gieve, 2006). Since the context is very important to the students' leaming practice, they pointed 

out that the lack of similar learning experience before Chinese students went abroad is one of the 

20 



CHAPTER TWO 

key reasons for their behaviour and performance in overseas universities (see Cheng, 2000; Jin and 

Cortazzi, 2006; and Gu and Schweisfurth, 2006). Other reasons include: inadequate language 

proficiency (see Cheng, 2000; Gu and Schweisfurth, 2006; Jones, 2005); unfamiliarity with 

content (see Stapleton, 2001; and Jones, 2005); biased judgements because of different 

assumptions (see Stapleton, 2001; and Clark and Gieve, 2006); western researchers' limited 

understanding of Confucian values (see Clark and Gieve, 2006; Cheng, 2000; and Shi, 2006); 

researchers' ignorance of the dynamic nature of culture and society (for example, Shi, 2006); and 

unawareness of the diversity of Chinese students (for instance, Gu and Schweisfurth, 2006). Even 

though Facione's (2006) argument does not indicate any attempt to argue against such a statement, 

it could serve as a strong premise for the conclusion that people of the culture which has the 

longest history in the world have to be good critical thinkers. There are also researchers, such as 

Gu and Schweisfurth (2006) and Shi (2006), who suggested the need for a "holistic" perspective 

and reflective and analytic attitudes towards such an issue. Taken together, this research suggests 

that, even if the samples are not always representative, many Asian students do not appear to lack 

critical thinking skills at all. 

2.3.4 Alternative voices inside China 

Unfortunately, there has been very little interest shown in the relationship between traditional 

Chinese culture and critical thinking in the literature published in China. Only one journal article 

that I could find attributed Chinese students' lack of critical thinking to traditional Chinese culture 

(see Li and Liu, 2006). They argued that there is a lack of critical elements in Chinese cultural 

history due to the long rule of feudalism in China. In the old feudal society, there was a strict 

hierarchy system, in which a lower level official must be subordinate to the higher levels of 

officials, and a son must be subordinate to the father. In such a society, the authorities were highly 

protected while rational thinking and the sciences were not paid enough attention by the people in 

power. 

The limited empirical studies in this area are not encouraging. Luo and Yang (200 1) translated 

the California Critical Thinking DisPositions Inventory (CCTDI) into Chinese and used it to test 
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students at a comprehensive university in Mainland China. The results showed that the participants 

had no dispositions towards critical thinking in general, and both the mean total score and the 

sub-scores of Chinese students (n=382) were distinctly lower than the scores of American 

university students (n=267) in the original CCTDI manual. The same two authors later translated 

the California Critical Thinking Skills Test (CCTST) into Chinese and tested students from a 

university in Mainland China as well (see Luo and Yang, 2002). The mean score of the Chinese 

students was 14.07 (n=382, SD=4.308) while the mean score of American students provided in the 

original manual was 15.98 (n=78 1). Luo, and Yang (2002) suggested that measures should be taken 

to improve the critical thinking of Chinese students if the above results were confirmed in future 

studies on a larger scale. However, Luo and Yang (2001) also found that different understanding of 

certain items due to cultural differences had affected the test results of the Chinese students, 

particularly the sub-scores of open-mindedness. 

He et al. (2006) administered the CCTDI test to 217 Chinese nursing students in Shanxi 

province in China. The mean total score suggested that the participants generally did not have 

positive dispositions towards critical thinking. Only the mean score on the Maturity subscale was 

positive, while the mean scores on the other six subscales were all negative (below 40). There 

seem to be two problems with this study, namely that (a) the authors appeared unclear about the 

two dimensions of abilities and dispositions, as they talked about abilities in the title but tested 

dispositions in the real study; and (b) the source of the testing material was not indicated in the 

study and therefore the reliability of the results was questionable. 

Zhu et al. (2006) examined the critical thinking of nursing students (n= 160) from four nursing 

colleges in four different cities in China. They used a Chinese version of WGCTA (Watson-Glazer 

Critical Thinking Appraisal) to test the abilities and used CCTDI to test the dispositions. The mean 

score of WGCTA was 51.15, which was lower than several reported scores for college students in 

America. For example, as Zhu et al. (2006) noted, the most recent reported result of WGCTA in 

America was in 1997, with a mean score of 56 (n=391). Zhu et al. (2006) argued that the 

comparative deficiency in critical thinking abilities of Chinese participants was likely to be due to 

the following reasons: the lack of an agreed definition of critical thinking in China; the absence of 

a critical thinking teaching programme in the colleges involved in the study; the traditional 

teacher-centred classroom, which hampers the development of critical thinking; the lack of critical 
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thinking abilities and dispositions in the teachers; the applicability of the tests used; low awareness 

of the importance of the tests in the student participants and therefore the lack of appropriate 

attitudes and cooperation from them. The study, however, has the same problem as He et al. 's 

(2006) because there is no indication of the source of the testing materials used in the study. It 

would also be useful if the authors explained in detail whether the testing materials were 

appropriate to the particular testees. Although there was no discussion of the relationship between 

traditional Chinese culture and the critical thinking of Chinese students, the study results seemed 

to differ from Paton's (2005) conclusions, as the tests were administered to Chinese students in 

China who suffered from neither language problems nor a lack of subject knowledge due to a 

different learning context. One point that was consistent with Paton's (2005) argument, however, 

was that the authors, like Paton, attributed the lack of critical thinking in the participants to the 

education system and to inadequate training in critical thinking. 

2.3.5 Supporting voices inside China 

A piece of convincing evidence for the existence of critical thinking in ancient Chinese culture 

comes from Guan's (2001) illustration and explanation of critical elements in Mohist thought. 

According to Guan (200 1), the pre-Qin Mohist thoughts over 2,000 years ago were the founders of 

critical thinking in China. In the debate with all pre-Qin schools of thought, the Mohist school 

analysed and evaluated the logic of the arguments of different schools in detail and formed their 

own critical thinking mode. This critical thinking mode seemed to be reflected in their critical 

attitudes towards the following three questions: "what is the evidence? ", "which words or 

sentences are not clear enough? ", and "is the analogy appropriate to the argumentation? ". Guan 

(2001) further explained the three questions and the Mohist thoughts on these questions in detail. 

For the first question, Mo-tse advocated unambiguous evidence for the conclusions and 

recommended that people should always ask "why" questions. Guan (2001) argued that, in 

contrast to the Confucian school which originated in the same period and remains at the level of 

discussion of phenomena, the Mohist school tried to explore the underlying reasons. For the 

second question, the Mohist school emphasised the need for clear and distinct words and sentences 
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in arguments, and required definitions for ambiguous words. For the third question, the Mohist 

answer was very similar to inductive reasoning in western philosophy. Mo-tse emphasised the 

comparability of subjects in analogy making, which is consistent with the stress on the 

representative nature of the samples in inductive reasoning (e. g. Brown and Rutter, 2006). 

Interestingly, similar ideas to the Mohist emphasis on the context, the scope of a concept in 

argument and open-mindedness can also be found in many contemporary articles regarding 

Chinese learners (e. g. Cheng, 2000; Gu and Schweisfurth, 2006). Unfortunately, the critical 

thinking and spirit which are embedded in Mohist thought have vanished with the decay of 

Mohism in history, which is, Guan (2001) argued, a huge loss to Chinese culture. From this 

perspective, it is hard to answer the question of how much Mohist thought has influenced modem 

culture in China, especially the educational culture. It could be argued that even though ancient 

China did not lack critical thinking, this could not serve as a strong piece of evidence that 

contemporary Chinese people, or in particular, Chinese students, do not lack critical thinking either. 

It may well be worth looking in more detail at the impact of more recent cultural history, or 

specifically the current educational culture, on the thinking styles of Chinese students. 

Other supporting voices inside China tend to focus on the problems of the modem education 

system, especially higher education, and highlight the inadequate attention paid to critical thinking 

in education in China, claiming that this is not conducive to the development of critical thinking. If 

this conclusion is valid, it would strongly support Paton's (2005) argument that a lack of training is 

one of the reasons for the deficiency in critical thinking among Chinese students. 

According to the literature, there are two fundamental problems with the education system in 

China. Firstly, critics argued that education has been teacher-centred for a long time. In such a 

mode, teachers and textbooks are the authorities and should not be challenged, and the task of 

students is to master as much knowledge as possible (for example, see Yang, 2003; Zuo, 2004; and 

Li, 2005). Yang (2003) pointed out that Chinese students are used to waiting for the "feeding of 

spiritual food" from their teachers and the purpose of the exams in China is only to test whether 

students can re-present the knowledge learned from the teacher or textbooks accurately. Therefore, 

in this traditional "memorisation-oriented educational culture" (p. 73), repetition and memorisation 

are the primary learning strategies and students have no chance to reflect on what the teacher has 

taught (Yang, 2003). Zuo (2004) even argued that in such an educational culture, the individuality 
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of the students has been largely neglected and they eventually become the "slaves of the 

knowledge" (p. 93). Hence, Yang (2003) advocated a thorough revision of traditional educational 

culture in China. However, there are four evident shortcomings to their argumentation. First, the 

authors seem not to be very serious in their own attitude towards academic writing, as there 

appears to be evidence of plagiarism in at least two of the articles. Secondly, most of the theories 

in the literature come from western literature and there seems to be no attempt to develop new 

theories or ideas. Thirdly, when applying western theories to a markedly different culture, as in 

China, there is no explanation of the applicability of the theories. Finally and most importantly, 

there is a clear lack of convincing evidence to support their claims. Most of their arguments are 

based on their personal understanding of the educational system, their experiences, and common 

sense, instead of empirical research findings or authoritative reports from experts. 

The second problem with Chinese educational culture, according to Du (2004), is an 

over-emphasis on knowledge accumulation and therefore there has been a distinct tendency to 

overlook the development of practical abilities in students, something which is closely related to 

the teacher-centred teaching mode. As a result, creativity, flexibility and critical spirit are, Du 

argued, rarely seen in students in China, as their thinking mode is restricted to a preset structure. 

Inadequate attention paid to critical thinking in Chinese education might be reflected in two 

areas: the lack of research in China and the ignorance by the teachers of pedagogical theory and 

practice. The lack of research has been discussed by many researchers such as Luo (2000), Hong 

(2003) and Luo and Yang (200 1). According to Luo and Yang (200 1), although a report on critical 

thinking can be found in the area of child psychology as early as the 1960s, the current research 

into this area in China is far from sufficient, and largely lags behind the social and economic 

development of the country. 

Attention paid by the teachers to pedagogical theory and practice is not sufficient either. As 

Zhu (2002) noted, this is due to the over-emphasis on knowledge accumulation and excessive 

examining in school. Students learning at higher levels seem to be more obedient to the authorities 

because they have not received appropriate training in critical thinking. Liu and Wu (2004) pointed 

out that the research and teaching of critical thinking in China are only restricted to a small number 

of disciplines such as Logic, and it is crucial that the objectives and curficulum of higher education 

should take into account critical thinking elements. Liu (2000) argued that in real life, teachers are 
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only concerned about students' understanding of knowledge, but not whether that knowledge is 

true or false and why it is taught. All the questions have standard answers. Teachers are the masters 

of knowledge and they are responsible for the amount of the knowledge students can learn from 

them. Like teachers, the knowledge in the textbooks is not questionable either. Consequently, 

teachers scarcely ask students to question the truthfulness, accuracy or value of the knowledge 

learned. Wu (2004) too noted that the introduction of the critical thinking theories from western 

countries was first seen in China only three or four years before the publication of his article. It is a 

very fresh area which needs more attention and efforts from researchers and educators. 

Luo and Yang's (2002) study supports Paton's (2005) conclusion by showing the 

effectiveness of training in critical thinking. In their study, the student participants' critical 

thinking abilities were improved markedly by a three month training course in critical thinking. 

2.4 Questions arising from the review 

Several questions arise from the above review and are well worth further investigation. First of all, 

there is little effort by any of the researchers to use or adopt a definition from other studies of the 

concept of culture. In addition, few attempts were made to explain the scope of the concept in most 

of the research studies when the researchers were trying to explain the relationships between 

culture and critical thinking. Because of this, it is very difficult for readers to judge whether the 

author is talking about ancient or traditional culture, such as Confucianism, or more recent culture, 

which has been markedly influenced by western cultures. It is therefore unsurprising that there are 

self-contradictory comments regarding the influence of culture on critical thinking, such as those 

in Paton's (2005) argument. It seems that the concepts of "big culture" and "small culture" (see 

Clark and Gieve, 2006) are better solutions to the controversial question of whether culture is the 

main factor which affects students' performance in critical thinking. However, readers could ask 

more questions, for example, what are the relative effects of "small culture" and "big culture" and 

how far the two interact and affect each other. From the literature review, the researchers in this 

area tend in many cases to be more concerned about the "small culture", or the specific leaming 
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context. Although evidence shows that there were critical thinking elements in ancient Chinese 

culture, it is hard to judge whether it still exists in the contemporary mainstream culture, since, as 

noted in Guan's (2001) article, some aspects of ancient cultures have been lost or discarded over 

the course of a long history. 

Secondly, there is a significant lack of empirical studies in this area, especially qualitative 

studies on the learning context of Chinese students and its influence on students' critical thinking. 

Because of this, many researchers have appealed to anecdotal evidence, common sense, or even 

evidence from unscientific subjects like fengshui in their arguments, which are not very 

convincing to support their conclusions. 

Finally, the review has shown that there is a need for a clear definition of the concept of 

critical thinking in research studies. Due to the different understandings of the concept, researchers 

could arrive at different conclusions. Hence, it is hard for readers to form a clear perception of the 

real situation: for example, whether Chinese students do lack critical thinking, or whether their 

cultural background or the learning context is the key factor which affects their performance. 

2.5 Implications for the present study 

The literature review and the above questions arising from the review make it clear that it would 

be academically useful to conduct an in-depth research study on the learning context of Chinese 

students and its influence on their critical thinking. As in most of the literature, researchers tend to 

believe that "small culture" is more relevant to the learning outcomes of students, while 

acknowledging the broader influence of traditional Chinese culture on the critical thinking of the 

students, this study will focus on the "small culture", or the specific learning context in which the 

participants are situated. Specifically, since the samples used in previous studies have been very 

selective and qualitative data have been overlooked, and since many Chinese students tend to do a 

Masters degree at an overseas university, after they have finished their first degree in China, there 

is a need to do a qualitative study on the learning experience of undergraduates. Statistics in the 

survey from the Home2UK Website (2006) showed that there were 10,949 postgraduate students 
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and 10,636 undergraduate Mainland Chinese students in the 40 UK universities in the 2005/06 

academic year. Since Masters courses in UK universities generally have to be completed in just 

one year, students' learning experiences at Chinese universities or colleges are likely to play a key 

role in preparing these students for in particular advanced study abroad. As very little is currently 

known for sure about Chinese students' experiences at undergraduate level, it is important to begin 

by asking a number of fairly broad and basic questions: 

RQI What do Chinese students write for their first degrees in China? (This will need to 

cover how often they write essays, what sort of text they write, and how many words 

they write for essays and dissertations. ) 

RQ2 What challenges do Chinese students studying on postgraduate courses at UK 

universities encounter in academic writing? 

RQ3 How far do they think they apply critical thinking to academic writing in the UK? 

RQ4 What impact does the training received at undergraduate level in China have on 

students' critical thinking in academic writing? 

In order to further understand these issues and put them in a larger context, before the design 

of empirical studies, it is important to look at the conventions of academic literacy in the UK and 

in China in general, especially at undergraduate level, which might help to explain performance of 

students in academic writing. Hence, the next chapter will compare the conventions of academic 

writing in the two countries. More detailed sub-questions will be allowed to emerge as the study 

proceeds. As an explicit definition of critical thinking is crucial to the study, a separate chapter will 

be devoted to exploring this concept and developing a working definition for the study. 

Notes 

1. CCTDI (the California Critical Thinking Dispositions Inventory) was developed on the basis 

of the Delphi Report in order to test the CT dispositions suggested by the CT professionals in 

the Delphi Research Project initiated by Facione and the California Academic Press in 1988. 

This will be further explained in Chapter 4 Sections 4.5.8. and 4.7. 
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2. The meaning of word 'performance'can be very broad or narrow, e. g. exam results, depending 

on the context in which it appears. For example, in Stapleton's (2001) study, the word 

(performance' refers to the argumentative and critical thinking skills students had shown in 

essay writing. 
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Chapter 3 

Academic writing in the UK and in China 

3.1 Introduction 

As noted in Chapter 2, the main purpose of the study is to explore the critical thinking of Chinese 

students in academic writing in the UK and to examine the impact of -srnall culture", namely the 

training students receive at undergraduate level in China, on their critical thinking skills in 

academic writing. In order to achieve a better understanding of the issues and put them in a 

broader context, it is necessary to look at the conventions of academic writing at tertiary level in 

the two countries, through a review of the existing literature. To examine the UK literature, three 

databases, AUEI (Australian Education Index, 1979 to 2008), BREI (British Education Index, 

1975 to date), and ERIC (Education Resource Information Centre, 1966 to 2008), were searched 

for the relevant journal articles, using the key words "academic writing" in titles and abstracts. Ten 

articles relating to the research question were collected. Other relevant literature came from the 

university library and the bibliographies at the end of the articles, and two were recommended by 

colleagues. In terms of the literature in Chinese, one of the three biggest digital-journal providers 

in China, Wan Fang Data (1998 - 2006), was used. The same key word "academic writing" in 

Chinese was used at first, but the results were not satisfactory and adequate. As a result, I broaden 

my search with the key word "writing", and 28 articles were selected for the review. The chapter 

begins (Section 3.2) with an examination of the conventions in the UK, looking at the place of 

teaching skills in academic writing in the UK, the nature of academic writing in western countries, 

the key features of good academic writing in the UK, and the major problems that UK students 

have encountered in meeting academic requirements. Section 3.3 then investigates the same issues 

in higher education in China. Finally, the existing literature on comparative studies in writing, 

across cultures is examined. 
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3.2 Academic writing in the UK 

3.2.1 Significance of the teaching of academic writing skills in higher education 

A review of the literature shows that writing plays an important role in higher education in the UK. 

Warburton (2006) argued that those who are not good at academic writing may not be able to 

survive certain humanities and social science subjects. Mcllroy (2003) viewed it as a key 

transferable skill university students need to develop. According to Lea and Street (2000), reading 

and writing, as the two components of academic literacy practices at tertiary level, are the primary 

means by which university students learn their subject knowledge and demonstrate understanding 

of what they have learned. Similarly, Lillis (1997) pointed out that academic writing, particularly 

in the form of essays, is the dominant literacy practice in higher education. As a result, it is not 

surprising that various forms of writing, such as essays, reports, dissertations and theses, are used 

as the key methods of assessment in higher education in the UK (Chia, 2002; Nesi et al., 2004). 

Particularly in such disciplines as the social sciences, essays have traditionally been viewed as the 

main way to evaluate students' learning outcomes (Hoadley-Maidment, 2000; Drew and Bingham, 

2001). 

Although academic writing is considered to be an important aspect of higher education in the 

UK, it has nevertheless been argued that there has been a lack of appropriate attention given to it. 

According to Andrews (2007), in England and Wales, the study of rhetoric has given place to the 

study of literature, and has as a result been largely neglected for more than one hundred years, 

whereas in Scotland and North America, rhetoric has been studied more continuously. Similarly, 

Nesi et al. (2004) argued that research into academic study and composition in the UK is in its 

infancy, compared Nvith its long history and a wealth of publications on the subject in the US. 

Muchiri et al. (1995) also argued that it is only in the US and Canada where composition is a ýkcll 

established discipline in higher education. While the study of composition in North America is 

targeted more at native English speakers, in other places the study of academic writing tends to be 

restricted to the areas of teaching and learning English as a foreign language (Muchm et al., 1995) t, - 
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Lea and Street's (2000) findings from the interviews with the academic staff at two universities in 

south-east England during 1995-96 suggest that there were no agreed criteria for good academic 

writing among tutors, and students were not told explicitly what was expected of them in their 

writing. 

3.2.2 The nature of academic writing 

At a global level, a significant amount of research has been conducted on various aspects of 

academic writing, such as genre, departmental requirements, discourse communities, contrastive 

literacy, critical thinking, and teaching and assessment, from the perspective of second language 

education (see Paltridge, 2004). As far as the nature of academic writing is concerned, Paltridge's 

(2004) review of the literature showed that researchers' interpretations of academic literacY vary, 

and a main controversial issue seems to be about whether it is a set of transferable skills or a 

process of socialisation into a community of practice. 

The impact of context on patterns of rhetoric has been much discussed and explored in the 

literature. For instance, Swales's theory of speech versus discourse communities (1990, cited in 

Hoadley-Maidment, 2000) considers each academic discipline to be an individual community, in 

which there are not only forms of discourse but also rules of discourse construction, which are 

understood and acknowledged by the members of that community. Similarly, Fairbairn and Winch 

(1996) pointed out that there are clear differences between academic writing in different 

disciplines. For example, a scientific project report which often requires graphs and tables to 

explain results is obviously different from a piece of writing which relies solely on a literature 

review, as in some history studies. Lea and Street's (2000) findings from interviews with 23 

humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences staff at two universities in south-east England 

during 1995-1996 found that views on the key elements of good academic writing by students 

were affected by their own disciplinary history and conceptual izations of disciplinary knowledge. 

Even though some generic terms such as "structure" and "argument" were frequently mentioned 

by the teacher interviewees as important aspects of academic writing, the underlying assumptions 

about them made by staff from different disciplines varied markedly (Lea and Street, 2000). 
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Another piece of evidence comes from Andrews et al. 's (2006) finding from a pilot study with 

academic staff and students at two universities in the UK and one university in the US, that 

argumentation modes differed greatly across institutions, disciplines and even individuals. They 

concluded that in the UK in particular, students' written arguments were significantly constrained 

by disciplinary norms. Zhu's (2004) findings from interviews with ten Business and Engineering 

teachers at an American university also showed that the degree to which academic writing in 

general was emphasised in the two disciplines differed a great deal. 

However, although writers such as Zhu (2004) and Lea and Street (2000) discovered in their 

findings the importance of context on academic writing, they also acknowledged that there are 

rules or common features of good academic writing regardless of the subject. For instance, Zhu's 

(2004) findings showed that certain basic and general writing skills were frequently mentioned by 

the teacher participants in the interviews, despite the fact that they came from different disciplines. 

Zhu found consensus with respect to: 

audience awareness, logical organization, paragraph development, clarity, sentence 
structure, grammar, and mechanics (p. 37) 

Other writers, such as Emden and Becker (2003), Cottrell (1999), and Fairbaim and Winch (1996), 

mainly interpreted academic writing as a key study skill for college or university students, or as a 

core method of assessment in the social sciences (see Hoadley-Maidment, 2000). The most 

frequently mentioned elements of good academic writing by these writers can be categorised into 

tw6 groups: linguistic features and argumentative features. According to Hoadley-Maidment 

(2000), there are linguistic patterns which differentiate a piece of academic writing from other 

types of writing. For example, in order to maintain an impersonal style, writers tend to use more 

abstract nouns and passive verbs, and to avoid the personal pronouns "I" and "we" in academic 

writing. Emden and Becker (2003) suggested some other linguistic features, such as avoidance of 

abbreviations, use of formal punctuation, use of certain phrases such as "neither ... nor", and 

preference for long words. Lewis and Reinders (2003) considered basic linguistic features, such as 

spelling, punctuation and grammar to be the "mechanics" of writing (p. 120). 

The other important aspect of good academic writing is the demonstration of certain 

argumentative features (see Andrews, 2007; Mcllroy, 2003; Cottrell, 1999; Lea and Street, 2000; 
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Emden and Becker, 2003; Nesi et al., 2004; and Warburton, 2006). For example, Andrews (2007) 

pointed out that argumentation is the "default genre of assessment" (p. 1), particularly in disciplines 

such as the humanities and social sciences. Hoadley-Maidment's (2000) findings from a 

questionnaire study of a very limited sample, six health and social welfare lecturers at the Open 

University in the UK in 1995, showed that argumentative essays were the most important form of 

student academic writing, and the ability to produce academic arguments was considered to be the 

criterion for judging whether students had understood their subject knowledge appropriately and 

whether they had developed certain cognitive skills required at tertiary level. However, the sample 

size of the study makes the generalisation of her findings to a larger scale very difficult. 

Unlike linguistic features, argumentative features seem to be more complex, more difficult to 

define and explain, and perhaps more disc ipline-ori ented. According to Cottrell (1999), 

66arguments are reasons (which can include facts) given to support a point of view" (p. 168). This 

evidence-based nature of argument is also highlighted by other writers such as Fairbairn and 

Winch (1996), and Mcllroy (2003). Cottrell (1999) gave five key aspects of good argumentative 

writing: 

I. State a point of view or opinion, and a clear line of reasoning to support it. 
2. Offer evidence or examples to support your argument. 
3. Show where the evidence comes from, and that it is reliable. 
4. Show that you have considered any possible arguments which might contradict Your 

case or opinions. 
5. Be able to demonstrate convincingly why your argument or position is the best. (p. 175) 

According to a series of studies undertaken in the 1990s, Andrews (2007) drew the conclusion that 

one can isolate seven principles regarding argumentation in academic writing at tertiary level: 

1. "Use a single authorial voice" 
2. "Tread an interesting line between the 'personal'voice and the impersonal voice" 
3. "Have a vertical and paradigmatic structure and organization", which requires 

"classification and categorisation", and "clarity of ideas, definitions, understanding of 
hierarchies of ideas, making distinctions between phenomena, etc. " 

4. "Have logical or quasi-logical structure momentum: one idea or paragraph must lead to 

another and have some clearly defined connection to it. " 

5. Be "explicit in the connections". 
6. Demonstrate "aspects of the discourse of essay or paper writing", such as "the use of a 

certain kind of diction", "an academic tone", "a detached, disinterested energy", and 
being evidence-oriented. 
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7. Show "evidence of critical thought". (p. 6) 

In order to clarify Point 7, Andrews introduced four aspects of a critical approach to argumentation: 

the ability to evaluate different sources; the awareness of contradictory views to one's own; a 

tendency to be sceptical in reading; and being as objective as possible. A comparison of these two 

theories shows that Cottrell's (1999) aspects of argumentative writing are in effect included in 

Andrews's (2007) principles of argumentation. Taking into account contradictory views, discussed 

by Cottrell and Andrews, was also emphasised by Mcllroy (2003), who argued that arguments 

need to face the challenge of any counter-arguments, and by Emden and Becker (2003) who 

suggested that a writer should take into account conflicting views and show the strengths of his 

own. 

However, despite the importance of argumentation highlighted by writers such as Andrews 

(2007), the topic has been largely neglected in England and Wales. The results from Andrews et 

al. 's (2006) interviews with university students in biology, history and electrical engineering in the 

UK showed that students' knowledge of argumentative skills mainly depended on their previous 

formal training at secondary level, for example on A-level courses, and they generally lacked 

sceptical thinking in their studies. In addition, the interviews with both staff and the students 

indicated that there was a discrepancy between what the staff expected and what the students really 

did. Many students did not even realise that argumentation was required in their disciplines. 

In addition, academic argumentation is not without criticism. For instance, Giltrow (2000) 

noted that argument has been criticised for "being masculinist, Eurocentric, and middle-class, or 

hierarchical and linear" (p. 129). She also argued that argument varies across cultures, institutions, 

and disciplines, but this situated nature of argument has not been adequately explained and thus 

can confuse student writers. Her argument, however, strongly supported the earlier discussion in 

this section of the importance of context in academic writing. 

Not only has argument as a form of academic writing been criticised, but also the overall 

conventions of academic writing. Lillis's (1997) case study of a group of six ethnic minority 

students on a language studies course in England showed that the dominant conventions of 

academic writing in higher education imposed severe constraints on the participants' writing, in 

particular on what and how they could write, and with the result that participants felt they should 

present a "neutral" tone in their writing, rather than expose any cultural "identity". 

35 



CHAPTER THREE 

Show "evidence of critical thought". (p. 6) 

In order to clarify Point 7, Andrews introduced four aspects of a critical approach to argumentation: 

the ability to evaluate different sources; the awareness of contradictory views to one's own; a 

tendency to be sceptical in reading; and being as objective as possible. A comparison of these two 

theories shows that Cottrell's (1999) aspects of argumentative writing are in effect included in 

Andrews's (2007) principles of argumentation. Taking into account contradictory views, discussed 

by Cottrell and Andrews, was also emphasised by Mcllroy (2003), who argued that arguments 

need to face the challenge of any counter-arguments, and by Emden and Becker (2003) who 

suggested that a writer should take into account conflicting views and show the strengths of his 

own. 

However, despite the importance of argumentation highlighted by writers such as Andrews 

(2007), the topic has been largely neglected in England and Wales. The results from Andrews et 

al. 's (2006) interviews with university students in biology, history and electrical engineering in the 

UK showed that students' knowledge of argumentative skills mainly depended on their previous 

formal training at secondary level, for example on A-level courses, and they generally lacked 

sceptical thinking in their studies. In addition, the interviews with both staff and the students 

indicated that there was a discrepancy between what the staff expected and what the students really 

did. Many students did not even realise that argumentation was required in their disciplines. 

In addition, academic argumentation is not without criticism. For instance, Giltrow (2000) 

noted that argument has been criticised for "being masculinist, Eurocentric, and middle-class, or 

hierarchical and linear" (p. 129). She also argued that argument varies across cultures, institutions, 

and disciplines, but this situated nature of argument has not been adequately explained and thus 

can confuse student writers. Her argument, however, strongly supported the earlier discussion in 

this section of the importance of context in academic writing. 

Not only has argument as a form of academic writing been criticised, but also the overall 

conventions of academic writing. Lillis's (1997) case study of a group of six ethnic minority 

students on a language studies course in England showed that the dominant conventions of 

academic writing in higher education imposed severe constraints on the participants' writing, in 

particular on what and how they could write, and with the result that participants felt they should 

present a "neutral" tone in their writing, rather than expose any cultural "identity". 

35 



CHAPTER THREE 

3.2.3 Plagiarism as a problem with student writing 

Brown et al. 's (2008) literature review showed that there has been an increasing concern about the 

quality of academic writing of university students in the UK, particularly with respect to 

inappropriate referencing and citation. Various explanations for the nature and seriousness of 

plagiarism in academic writing can be found in the literature. The books reviewed about study 

skills for university students all mention this issue (Fairbairn and Winch, 1996; Lewis and 

Reinders, 2003; Levin, 2004; and Warburton, 2006). Lewis and Reinders (2003) provided a 

definition of plagiarism as "using others' ideas and words without clearly acknowledging the 

source of that information" (p. 123). A similar definition comes from Fairbairn and Winch (1996) 

that plagiarism is "using ideas that derive from others, as if they are your own" (p. 39). This means 

even if the original words in the literature have been paraphrased, the source still needs to be 

acknowledged. In his guidelines for academic writing for Accounting, Finance and Management 

students at University of Exeter, Chia (2002) also clearly noted that students need to give sources 

of any material referred to or cited. Lewis and Reinders (2003) further noted that in the UK, 

students can be punished by receiving a lower or unclassified grade, or even by being suspended. 

However, even though the penalties of being found guilty of plagiarism are emphasised by 

departments, it seems to be a very common practice among students. Franklyn-Stokes & Newstead 

(1995) carried out a questionnaire survey of 128 undergraduates in two science departments at a 

UK university and identified various cheating behaviours including: 

allowing coursework to be copied (72%); paraphrasing without 

acknowledgement (66%); altering and inventing data (66% and 60% 

respectively); increasing marks when students mark each other's work (65%); 

copying another's work (64%); fabricating references (54%); and plagiarism 
from a text (54%). (p. 169) 

One reason for this, according to Brown et al. (2008), could be a lack of training in 

referencing skills. Brown et al. 's questionnaire survey of 57 undergraduates at a university in 

England in 2005 showed that generally students did not have sufficient confidence about 

36 



CHAPTER THREE 

referencing appropriately, particularly the materials on the Internet, and most of them had not 

received much training in referencing. Another reason reported by some of the respondents in the 

questionnaire was that they were unable to trace sources accurately. 

The popularity and convenience of the Internet has been mentioned as another reason 

underlying plagiarism (for example, Brown et al., 2008). Lewis and Reinders (2003) noted that it 

is common for students in the UK to search and copy materials on the Internet without giving the 

sources, and some websites even explicitly offer sources for students to copy. A further reason is 

that students are often confused by the fact that academic staff often provide differing explanations 

of the terms "plagiarism" and "originality" (Levin, 2004). 

To sum up, academic writing in higher education is regarded as an important part of student 

learning and remains a key form of assessment in the UK, particularly for subjects in the 

humanities and social sciences. However, there has been a concern about insufficient attention 

being paid to researching the skills needed. As regards the nature of academic writing, although the 

complexity and disciplinary specificity of much academic writing is widely recognised, there does 

seem to be reasonable agreement that there are nevertheless basic rules and common features of 

good academic writing that apply across subjects, and that these comprise linguistic and 

argumentative features. However, there is evidence that training in argumentation has been 

somewhat neglected in the UK, and general conventions of good academic writing have been 

blamed for their negative influence on L2 student writing. Plagiarism is treated as a very serious 

issue in higher education in the UK, and almost all the literature reviewed on student study skills 

has mentioned and emphasised this issue. However, plagiarism and inappropriate borrowing have 

been found to be prevalent among university students in the UK. The main reasons for this 

phenomenon, according to the literature, are the popularity of the Internet, and inadequate training 

in referencing and citation. 

3.3 Academic writing in China 

A review of the literature published in China indicates that student writing is generally not given 
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sufficient attention by Chinese academic staff, and it seems to be of more concern to those teachers 

who teach English or Chinese languages than to other teachers. Of the 35 articles selected for the 

review, 28 concerned student writing in higher education, and seven focused on norms for 

publication. Among the 28 articles on student writing, 25 were written by teachers from a 

department of English or Chinese language and literature, one by two editors of a journal, and only 

two were written by teachers from business management or economics areas. The titles of the 

articles show that most of the writers from English departments were concerned about students' 

use of the English language, while the teachers of Chinese language or literature were more 

interested in teaching methods and improving students' general writing, rather than their academic 

writing skills. Students' academic writing is simply not the main focus of the bulk of the literature. 

3.3.1 The significance of academic writing in higher education 

Of the 35 articles, only five concern the importance of student writing in higher education. 

According to these five articles, the importance of student writing in higher education has in fact 

been addressed by the Chinese government. Shen (2001) pointed out that the government recently 

added a new course on academic writing to the curriculum for English-major students, and 

suggested that, by doing so, it has recognised the importance of academic writing in higher 

education. Huang et al. (2005) also noted that there was a notice from the Ministry of Education of 

China that student writing skills should be emphasised in higher education generally. Liang (2005) 

suggested a reason for this, arguing that student writing plays an important role in the current trend 

for "education for all-round development" (p. 62) advocated by the State Council of China in 1999. 

According to "the decision of the State Council of PRC about further education reform and 

all-round development of quality education" given on the website of China. com. cn, all round 

development of quality education aims to improve morality, intelligence, physical fitness and 

sense of arts of students, and students' creativity and ability to apply knowledge to practice. Liang 

(2005) argued that writing can enhance students' political and moral consciousness, mental health, 

creative thinking ability, and overall literacy level. 

In addition, the place of academic writing is also reflected in the governmenCs regulation on 
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the importance of dissertations in higher education, by specifying that those who fail their 

dissertations cannot obtain their degrees (Lian and Shi, 2003). Lian and Shi (2003) pointed out that 

recently in some universities or colleges, students have been required to write term essays from the 

first year. According to Lian and Shi (2003), although this is still unusual in China, it indicates an 

increasing emphasis on academic writing in higher education. 

The important place of writing in such subjects as the Chinese language, Chinese literature, or 

journalism and communication, is agreed on by Huang et al. (2005) and Chen and Ma (2002). As 

Chen and Ma (2002) noted, the quality of student writing is one of the main criteria for evaluating 

the outcome of teaching and learning in departments of Chinese literature and culture. 

3.3.2 The nature of academic writing 

Nine articles reviewed mention aspects of, or criteria for, a piece of good academic writing. Five 

of the seven were written by journal editors, and four were by teachers from a department of 

Chinese language and literature. The backgrounds of the writers imply that the attention given to 

writing or academic writing in China by academic staff from other disciplines is not sufficient. 

Among these nine articles, only one focuses on aspects of dissertation writing; the other eight 

concentrate more on general problems with manuscripts submitted to academic journals, or criteria 

for judging a paper. 

However, the discussions in the literature do concern various aspects of academic writing 

relevant to the present study, such as language, referencing, creativity or originality, and 

argumentative skills. 

Appropriate use of language is considered in three papers to be one of the main aspects of 

oood writing (Zhao and Yin, 2001; Lian and Shi, 2003; and Yang, 2004). Zhao and Yin (2001) 

suggested that accuracy of language requires the use of appropriate words, variety in the use of 

punctuation, and a range of connectives. They believed that accurate, concise and fluent written 

language reflects the writer's ability to use the language, think logically and explain relevant terms 

appropriately. "similarly, Lian and Shi (2003) suggested that language in student dissertations 

ShOLIld be accurate and concise, and have an academic tone. so that dissertations are differentiated 

39 



CHAPTER THREE 

from other forms of writing. Yang (2004) also proposed that language in academic writing needs to 

be clear and fluent for the reader to understand the main ideas in the texts without difficulty. 

Creativity or novelty in writing is also regarded as a key element of good writing. Zhang 

(2005) argued that in order to improve creative thinking in the subject of Chinese culture and 

literacy, a series of reforms in teaching methods should be undertaken to free students from 

preconceived modes of writing. Li and Chen (2003) argued that the purposes of academic research 

are to find new questions, try new research methods, and make contributions to the relevant field 

of study, thereby promoting the overall development of science and civilization. As a result, 

novelty and creativity should be considered as a key feature of academic writing, especially in 

published work (Li and Chen, 2003). Having said that, they pointed out that many writers in China 

carry out the same research and arrive at the same conclusions because they have not conducted a 

thorough literature review. Zhao and Yin (2001) argued likewise, that creativity is the core feature 

of a scientific or technological paper, which means that the most recent research findings or 

inventions should be reported. This is also a feature which differentiates a scientific or 

technological report from school textbooks, which only convey existing findings and knowledge to 

students (Zhao and Yin, 2001). This combination of novelty and creativity is also strongly 

advocated by Ye (2003) who argued that scientific research needs to display new ideas, new 

theories, new views, tackle issues from new perspectives, use new methods, and raise new 

questions. 

Aspects of argumentation are also discussed in the literature. First of all, it is proposed that 

there should be clear research questions in academic writing (Lian and Shi, 2003; Li and Chen, 

2003; Ye, 2003; Yang, 2004). Lian and Shi (2003) focused on undergraduate dissertations and 

argued that they should have a clear objective, that is, the student should explain why he is writing 

on the topic and what questions need to be tackled. Yang (2004) suggested that a good research 

question is the pre-requisite of a high-quality publication. According to Li and Chen (2003), 

\\'Hters who wish to publish their works should avoid vague, broad, and unoriginal research topics 

and questions, so that readers would be interested in reading the article. In this connection, Ye 

(2003) added that a broad research topic should be avoided, especialk, when the writer does not 

liave sufficient evidence to support his or her views. 

In addition, a well-argued paper should be evidence-oriented. Lian and Shi (2003) argued that 
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in order to be persuasive, undergraduates' dissertations should have reliable andor trustworthý 

evidence to support the conclusions. Yang (2004) proposed that any assertions in published 

scientific articles should be made on the basis of concrete evidence, and in addition. any 

interpretations of other people's research findings should be accurate. Li and Chen (2003) further 

specified that in both social science and natural science papers, evidence should be accurate, 

authentic, representative, sufficient, and logically organized, adding that any research findings 

need to stand up to criticism and counter-arguments. According to Zhao and Yin (2001), reliable 

evidence comes from an experiment or examination which can be repeated and tested, accurate 

explanations or interpretations of concepts, terms and definitions used in the process of analysis, 

and objective evaluations of other people's findings. Moreover, persuasive arguments also involve 

a logical structure or reasoning process, clear viewpoints by the writer, and theories emerging from 

the arguments (Li and Chen, 2003; Yang, 2004). 

Aspects of a critical dimension are also mentioned in three papers as features of a good piece 

of academic writing (e. g., Lian and Shi, 2003; Yang, 2004; Chen, 2006). Lian and Shi (2003) 

suggested that students should view issues from a comprehensive, developmental, open-minded, 

and analytical approach in their dissertations, while Yang (2004) advocated that, when using other 

people's findings, an objective and sceptical attitude should be adopted, since many people are 

likely to believe whatever is written in the literature simply because it is published. Finally, Chen 

(2006) suggested that postgraduate students need to be aware of both strengths and weaknesses of 

other people's studies, so that they can learn from them and improve the quality of their own 

research. 

In terms of referencing, the review shows that a standard presentation form with appropriate 

referencing compatible with intemational criteria is preferred (Zhao and Yin, 2001; Zhen et al., 

2004), and plagiarism or inappropriate borrowing is regarded as immoral behaviour and should be 

strictly forbidden (Yang, 2004; Yang, 2005). According to Zhao and Yin (2001), journal editors 

prefer works which conform to the regulations from the government on the presentation of 

acadernic publications, covering topics such as the size of books and magazines, technical terms, 

referencing and citation, graphs and tables, and punctuation. Zhen et al. (2004) suggested that the 
Cý 

standard i /at ion of student dissertations should cover three areas: the structure of the dissertation, 

appropriate referencing, and the assessment procedure - aspects which are mostly borrowed from 
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western academic conventions. As regards the structure of the paper, they recommended a 

presentation mode popularly used in the western academic world, which includes research 

questions, literature review, methodology, data collection and analysis, discussion and conclusions. 

They were also in favour of a referencing system popular in America, the APA (American 

Psychological Association) system in addition to a system widely used in China - GB7714-87. In 

terms of the assessment procedure, they proposed peer and anonymous review, partiCLIlarly for 

doctoral theses. 

As far as plagiarism is concerned, Yang (2004) advocated an honest attitude towards 

academic work and the avoidance of plagiarism. Yang (2005) discussed the issue of plagiarism in 

detail in his speech at the China University of Political Science and Law. He pointed out that 

plagiarism had become prevalent in China since the mid-1990s and was a very serious problem in 

academia, and suggested that harsh punitive measures should be taken immediately to deal with it. 

3.3.3 Problems with student writing 

As stated earlier, the writers of the literature reviewed come from very limited disciplines, 

primarily Chinese language and literature, English language and literature, and Economics and 

Management. Thus, their discussion of problems with student writing mainly focuses on essays 

and dissertations of students in these subjects. 

In terms of the problems with student writing in departments of Chinese language and 

literature, the review strongly suggests that student writing is not satisfactory. Shen (2003), for 

example, complained that students generally lack motivation and interest in writing, do not think 

writing is important, and do not know how to write dissertations or other different types of text. 

According to her experiences, the main problems with student dissertations are: an inability to 

choose appropriate topics or to track down relevant literature, a lack of in-depth analysis, and 

inappropriate forms of presentation. In addition, she noted that plagiarism was prevalent among 

her students. However, Shen's (2003) assertion is simply based on her own experience, and thus 

lacks strom, empirical evidence. Her worries about students' lack of interest and ability in writing 

different types of text are, however, consistent with Mo and Meng's (2004) research findings. In 
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2004, in order to investigate student writing practice, Mo and Meng (2004) conducted a 

questionnaire survey of 455 undergraduates from the Department of Chinese Language and 

Literature at Hunan Institute of Science and Technology. Their findings showed that the students 

lacked the basic writing skills required by the department; most did not have an interest in ýý'ritin,.,. 

especially the different types of text involved; they lacked motivation; and they did not display 

appropriate understanding of the importance and nature of writing. Zhou (2001) also expressed a 

worry that undergraduate students even in the area of Chinese language and literature are not 

competent in writing different types of text, citing letters and r6sum6s in particular. In addition, 

Zhang (2005) noted that a common problem with student writing in the area of Chinese language 

and literature is that there is a lack of creativity, imagination, and originality. Finally, student 

dissertations are not satisfactory either, including those written by both undergraduates and 

graduates (Huang, 2006). 

Some of the above problems, such as students' lack of ability to find reading materials and the 

poor quality of many student dissertations, have been claimed to be common among students from 

departments of Economics and Management as well (Sun, 2004). Sun (2004) claimed that students 

generally have no explicit objectives in writing dissertations, do not know how to conduct 

literature reviews, have no idea of writing procedures, and cannot think and work independently. 

As regards problems with student writing in English departments, English language 

proficiency, particularly the influence of the students' first language - Chinese - on English 

writing, is discussed in two of the papers reviewed (Wang, 2003; Shen, 2005). According to Wang 

(2003), among the four basic language skills, writing has proved the most difficult for Chinese 

students to master. He pointed to the results of standardised English tests, such as TEM4 (Test for 

English Majors, Level 4) and TEM8 (Test for English Majors, Level 8)1, noting that the marks 

students obtain for the writing part are markedly lower than for other parts. He claimed that 

students do not know what words need to be used or how to weave everything together to make a 

logical argument, and that students' thinking style in their first language has largely affected their 

use of English (Wano, 2003). Similarly, Shen (2005) argued that students' deficiency in English 

mainly comes frorn the fact that they cannot find appropriate words to express their ideas, do not 

have sufficient knowledge of English g , rammar, and cannot think in English. In addition, Shen 

("()()I) was also concerned about students' lack of ability to write different types of practical texts. 
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such as job applications and rdsumes in English, and about their particular difficulties in academic 

writing. Unfortunately, all the above arguments, except for Mo and Meng's, seem to be based 

simply on the writers' personal experiences, as they did not report empirical studies or even use 

research findings from other studies to support their conclusions. 

3.3.4 Reasons for problems with student writing 

A range of reasons is given in the literature for students not having writing skills required by their 

department or university. Sun (2004), for instance, noted that the requirements and criteria for 

dissertations from the various departments are often not clear. Shen (2003) argued that students in 

Chinese language and literature do not have sound evidence to support their arguments because 

they do not read widely and their understanding of the area or topic remains at a superficial level. 

However, again, there is a lack of sound evidence in both Sun's (2004) and Shen's (2003) 

arguments. Mo and Meng's (2004) findings from their questionnaire survey of 455 undergraduates 

from the Department of Chinese Language and Literature at Hunan Institute of Science and 

Technology (discussed above) showed that Literature students could not see the benefits of writing. 

Of the reasons suggested, however, the two most frequently mentioned are bad habits formed in 

high schools, and the inadequate training received at university. 

Training in writing in high schools is considered to be one of the main reasons for students' 

lack of ability to write different types of text, such as job application letters, and essays and 

dissertations at university. Shen (2003) argued that teacher-centred classes in high schools have 

largely restricted students' creative and independent thinking. She claimed that teachers in high 

schools tend to tell students that there is only one correct answer to a question, and this, in the long 

run, results in a tendency to guess what answer teachers want from their composition and then 

write it. Zhang (2005) made a similar point that, due to the training in high schools, university 

students in China are inclined to study in a rigid way, by mechanically reciting what teachers teach 

in class or what they read in textbooks. This, to Zhang, is the main reason why university students 

lack creative thinking and imagination in writing (Zhang, 2005). Wang (2001), on the other hand, 

noted that unsatisfactory outcomes of training in writing in high schools can be primarily 
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attributed to the exam-oriented nature of education in high schools. Both teachers and students in 

high schools are busy preparing for exams in which writing is not regarded as a main format for 

testing (Chen and Ma, 2002). Again, these arguments are not data-based, and thus are not entirely 

convincing. 

The main problems with writing courses for students in Chinese language and literature in 

universities, as reflected in the literature, are rigid teaching methods, a lack of opportunity for 

students to practice, loose connections between the course and students' particular subjects, and 

inappropriate writing textbooks. There are several reports that traditional writing courses are 

dominated by the teacher's presentation and the students' mechanical reciting of writing theories, 

with little active student participation or actual writing practice (Peng, 2002; Shen, 2003; Zhai, 

2004; Wang, 2005; Zhang, 2005; and Yan, 2006). Furthermore, the tradition of using models to 

explain features of good writing in class tends to inhibit students' creativity and confidence in their 

own writing (Wang, 200 1), which strongly supports Shen's (2003) view that teacher-centred 

classes restrict students' creative and independent thinking. In addition, for those students whose 

subjects are not in the area of Chinese language and literature, writing courses fail to serve the 

function of helping them write successfully in their subjects (Zhou, 2001). Moreover, popular 

writing textbooks in China appear to focus more on writing theories and thus are not practical or 

user-friendly (Li, 2006). 

To sum up, the literature review shows that writing is considered by the Chinese government 

and academic staff from Chinese language and literature departments to be an important part of 

higher education in China, in as much as it forms part of the government policy of promoting 

education for all-round development (see Liang, 2005). A piece of good academic writing is 

expected to demonstrate part or all of the following characteristics: writing in clear and accurate 

language; referencing appropriately; thinking creatively; weaving evidence logically to make a 

coherent argument; and being objective and sceptical in reading. Student writing in departments of 

Chinese language and literature is generally held not to be satisfactory, in as much as students lack 

the ability to write different types of text and dissertations, plagiarism is prevalent among them, 

and their writing shows a lack of creative and novel ideas. Students of English are also claimed to 

be incapable of writing different types of text and dissertations. In addition, they suffer from poor 

second language knowledge and skills and the interference of their first language with English. 
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These problems, according to the studies in the literature review, are mainly attributed to the fact 

that students bring over their "bad habits" from high school, and current writing courses are 

conducted in a traditional but ineffective manner. 

Except for Mo and Meng (2004) who conducted a questionnaire survey, it needs to be 

stressed that all the above writers appeal only to their personal experience, rather to research 

findings by themselves or others. As a result, the above conclusions drawn on the basis of the 

literature review can at best be seen as suggestive and tentative, and the area needs to be further 

investigated. 

In addition, due to the fact that discussions of the problems with student writing in the 

literature are limited to a small number of disciplines, mostly Chinese language and literature and 

English language, the situation of student writing in other disciplines is unknown, particularly as 

regards essay writing skills. Even the report of desirable features of academic writing are mostly 

elicited from discussions about norms for academic publications, thus may not be applicable to 

student writing. 

3.4 Different thinking styles in the two cultures and their influence on writing 

Even a cursory review of the literature suggests that Chinese scholars who publish in Mainland 

China hold different views on the relationship between culture and language or contrastive rhetoric 

from many of those who publish overseas. While the traditional view that cultural differences 

affect rhetorical patterns and thinking styles is still maintained in Mainland China, publications 

outside China have begun to criticise and challenge this traditional approach to contrastive rhetoric, 

a theory which was originally proposed by Kaplan in 1966 (Connor, 2004; Kubota and Lehner, 

2004; Paltridge, 2004). 

The review of the papers published in Mainland China supports the traditional view that 

western arguing is linear or deductive, analytical, rational or logical, and direct, while eastern 

(including Chinese) people think and argue in a more circular or spiral, comprehensive, indirect, 

and inductive way (Wang, 2003; Ma, 2004; Hu, 2006; Zhang, 2006). Thus, Wang (2003) for 
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example argued that Chinese people prefer to think in a circular thought pattern, in which there is 

always a central idea, whereas western people tend to think in a linear pattem, where a topic 

sentence or the main idea is normally given at the beginning, followed by a structured reasoning 

process. Wang (2003) believed that the differences in thinking patterns have had a considerable 

effect on Chinese students' writing of English. This is consistent with Ma's (2004) assertion that 

Chinese students encounter interference from their mother language in their writing in English. 

She proposed that English teachers should shift their attention from simple linguistic problems 

with students' writing, to the underlying reasons for different thinking patterns in the two 

languages. She suggested that in western philosophy, people believe that seemingly complicated 

phenomena can be broken down into a set of simple concrete elements which can be elicited and 

analyzed, and thus western people emphasise rational thinking and evidence. According to Ma 

(2004), this approach to thinking originates from Aristotle's notion of linear thinking, and abstract 

and rational thinking have become embedded in English language. Hu (2006) noted that in 

addition to the difference between linear and circular thinking, eastern culture tends to encourage 

comprehensive holistic thinking, while western culture encourages analytical thinking. Zhang 

(2006) linked thinking with direct expression, arguing that western people prefer direct and 

explicit expressions, while Chinese people are more indirect and implicit. As a result, deductive 

thinking is very popular in English writing, in which topic sentences or main ideas are placed 

before explanations or evidence (Zhang, 2006). In contrast, Chinese people tend to put reasons 

before results, explanations before conclusions, and backgrounds before requirements. In addition, 

Zhang (2006) noted that western people tend to think in a rational and abstract manner, and appeal 

to strong evidence derived for the most part from empirical studies and reliable data, while 

Chinese people prefer to think in a concrete way, and rely on an integral combination of concrete 

forms, impressions, and sound to convey ideas and information. He further proposed that human 

bemp are at the centre of Chinese thinking and the Chinese language, whereas objective evidence 

is at the centre of English thinking and the English language. Therefore, he concluded that Chinese 

people use more active constructions than passive ones, whereas the latter are often preferred in 

English academic writing. However, Zhang's (2006) arguments equate western thinking vvith 

F, nolish thinking, and thus fail to recognise possible differences in thinking patterns among vari 
1ý t, IOUs 

"western" cultures. 
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The preference for direct expression in English, in contrast with indirect expression in 

Chinese, is also mentioned by Guo and Wang (2004), who argued that Chinese discourse patterns 

encourage variety and the "golden mean", by which they meant a balance between the positive and 

negative sides of a matter and an implicit expression of the writer's own standpoint. However, this 

"golden mean" rule cannot explain Ma's (2004) claim that Chinese students prefer unconditional 

conclusions, whereas in English writing, this is not encouraged. 

The review of literature on cross-cultural differences in writing published outside China 

shows that, even though there is evidence to support the view that there are cultural differences in 

rhetorical patterns, critics are challenging the basis of the traditional theories, such as the version 

of contrastive rhetoric suggested by Kaplan (1966). 

The concept of contrastive rhetoric was first introduced by Kaplan in 1966 (Kachru, 1997; 

Connor, 2004; Paltridge, 2004). The key ideas are that: (1) the rhetorical patterns in paragraph 

development differ across cultures, as writing is considered to be a cultural product and reflects the 

underlying logical patterns of thinking in the culture; (2) L2 students' first languages are assumed 

to interfere with their writing in the target language; and as a result, (3) the rhetorical patterns of 

the learners' first languages should be compared with those in the target language, in this case 

English, and be taught at the same time as the grammatical patterns are introduced. Kaplan (1966) 

maintained that while western thinking is "essentially a Platonic-Aristotelian sequence" (p. 3) 

following a linear and direct pattern, some oriental (Chinese and Korean) thinking patterns tend to 

be indirect, in the sense that "things are developed in terms of what they are not, rather than in 

terms of what they are" (p. 11). This is strongly supported by Silva (1997, cited in Paltridge, 2004) 

who argued that L2 students' writing in English differs from that of LI students' in important ways: 

for instance, in L2 students' writing, textual patterns, argumentative structure, use of the existing 

literature, reader orientation, use of textual cohesion devices, even sentence structure and word 

choices are different. Another piece of evidence which supports Kaplan's (1966) theory comes 

from Liu (2005), who conducted a comparative analysis of online instructional materials on 

argumentative writing for school writers in China and in the US. Liu (2005) found that unlike the 

American materials which emphasised "anticipating the opposition" (p. 12), Chinese materials 

highlighted analogies and dialectical logic, which have its root in the ancient Chinese culture, such 

as "the dialectics of Laozi and the Yin-Yang tradition which believes in the unity and interplay of 
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opposites" (p. 14). 

Another concept used to describe the cultural differences in communication is to categorise 

western cultures as "Low Context" cultures, and eastern cultures as "High Context" cultures (East, 

2006). In Low Context cultures (the western cultures), the argument is direct and the relevant 

information is explicitly given, while in High Context cultures (the eastern cultures), the argument 

is often indirect and information is implicit. This is consistent with Kaplan's (1966) categofisation 

of the western and eastern thinking as direct and indirect, and Hinds's (1987, cited in Kubota and 

Lehner, 2004) classification of English and Asian languages as "writer responsible" and "reader 

responsible" respectively, which indicates that English writers often assume that it is their 

responsibility to make clear what they write, whereas in Asian languages, it is often the reader's 

task to interpret the meaning of the text. 

However, the new currents in the study of contrastive rhetoric tend to emphasise the complex 

and dynamic nature of writing and culture, and criticise Kaplan's theory for its ethnocentrism, 

misinterpretation of culture as a static concept, and failure to address factors such as disciplinary 

and genre differences (Taylor and Chen, 1991; Kachru, 1997; Connor, 2004; Kubota and Lehner, 

2004). A comprehensive review of the studies which have challenged the underlying assumptions 

of traditional contrastive rhetoric is provided by Kubota and Lehner (2004). According to Kubota 

and Lehner, critics have been challenging the "reductionist, deterministic, prescriptive, and 

essentialist orientation" (p. 10) of the traditional theory of contrastive rhetoric, criticising Hinds's 

(1987, cited in Kubota and Lehner, 2004) concept of "reader responsibility" in Japanese for its 

failure to recognise the importance of context and background knowledge shared by both the 

writers and readers in comparative text analysis. In addition, some critics have also raised the issue 

of comparability of texts, arguing that it is problematic for traditional comparative rhetoric to 

compare contemporary and idealized English with classical or "essentialized textual features of 

other languages" (p. 10), since this tends to ignore the variety and complexity within any one 

language (Kubota and Lehner, 2004). Kachru (1997) focused on a slightly different point and 

challenged Kaplan's assumption that there are identifiable conventions of writing in English, 

pointing out that English itself varies a great deal across English-speaking countries, such as 

America, Britain, New Zealand, Australia, and India. Taylor and Chen (1991) conducted a text 

analysis of three groups of introductions to published scientific articles written respectively by 
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English scientists writing in English, Chinese scientists writing in English, and Chinese scientists 

writing in Chinese. While their study did not identify clear differences in rhetorical patterns 

between the introductions written by English and Chinese scientists, they did find that there were 

disciplinary differences in rhetorical patterns regardless of the nationalities of the writers, thus 

suggesting that perhaps more attention needs to be paid to the disciplinary features in rhetorical 

studies than to broad cultural differences. According to Connor (2004), Kaplan later modified his 

position and acknowledged that different rhetorical patterns could be caused by different 

conventions of writing. 

3.5 Conclusions and implications 

The above discussions of contrastive rhetoric between English and Chinese, or between western 

and eastern thinking modes, in the literature published in China and outside China suggest that: 

while Chinese writers have no objection to the traditional view that western or English thinking is 

primarily linear, direct, analytical, and inductive, and eastern or Chinese thinking is spiral, indirect, 

comprehensive, and deductive, literature published outside China has begun to challenge the 

assumptions behind this. The writers criticise the traditional contrastive rhetoric for its 

ethnocentrism, misinterpretation of culture and writing as a static and homogeneous concept, and 

ignorance of other factors such as disciplinary and genre differences. 

The review of the 50 studies on aspects of academic writing in higher education in the UK 

(22) and in China (28) has shown that there are both similarities and differences between the two 

countries. A comparison of the qualities of good academic writing shows that some linguistic 

features and argumentative skills, even some critical thinking skills such as reflective thinking, are 

shared. In addition, the poor quality of student writing and the frequency of plagiarism are of great 

concern to analysts and academics from both countries. 

However, the review also seems to show that academic writing plays a more important role in 

higher education in the UK than in China. In the UK, university students cannot succeed on degree 

programmes in some subjects in the humanities and social sciences without appropriate academic 
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writing skills. However, there are no such reports in the literature from China. Furthermore, 

conventions of academic writing have been investigated much more intensively and extensively in 

the UK than in China. There is a broad range of discussions and debates regarding the nature of 

academic writing in the UK. While writers recognise that there are common features of academic 

writing across disciplines or subjects, they also admit that the context plays an important role in 

rhetorical patterns in writing. However, in China the published voices are mainly from journal 

editors, teachers of English or Chinese language and literature, who are more concerned about 

general writing skills or language use than student academic writing. As a result, the situation with 

respect to student academic writing in China and the employment of argumentative and critical 

thinking skills in writing is not clear. Furthermore, there is a general lack of high quality empirical 

evidence in the literature from China, suggesting that the arguments and conclusions concerned 

must be treated as tentative. Therefore, an in-depth study of student academic writing and the 

application of argumentative and critical thinking skills to writing seems to be both needed and 

overdue. In addition, training has been regarded as a major reason for students' poor performance 

in writing both in the UK and in China. As a result, a further look at the training students receive in 

China and its effect on student writing also seems necessary and worthwhile. 

Notes 

1. TEM4 (Test for English Majors, Level4) aims to assess the English language proficiency 

of English-major students who have finished the courses set for English majors at Level 4. 

It tests students' four language skills as well as their understanding and use of English 

grammar and words. It also aims to evaluate the quality of teaching and learning, and 

promote communication between universities. TEM8 (Test for English Majors, Level 8) 

aims to assess the English language proficiency of third or fourth-year English-major 

students who have finished the courses set at Level 8. It is the highest level of English 

language test in China. It is held in March each year and is divided into two sessions: a 

morning session for listening, reading and error correcting, and an afternoon session for 

translating and writing. (from hqp: HwwNv. hrexam. com/tem8. htm 
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Chapter 4 

Critical thinking: A review of the literature 

4.1 Introduction 

The purposes of this chapter are: firstly, to derive an appropriate working definition of the concept 

critical thinking (CT); secondly, to explore the current approaches to teaching and assessing 

critical thinking; and lastly, to draw some implications for the present study. 

Critical thinking has been a controversial term for a long time, especially in the decades since 

the 1960s. The controversies mainly centre on the following areas: the definition, general isabi I ity, 

teaching and assessing of CT, and the relationship between CT and other higher-order thinking 

skills such as creative thinking, problem solving, and rational thinking, as suggested by Johnson 

(1992). 

However, in order to place these controversies in a meaningful context, it is necessary to 

review briefly the history of CT and its importance in education, especially in western countries. 

4.2 A short history of critical thinking 

Scholars have traced aspects of CT as an educational ideal in western countries back through the 

following historical periods: "the eighteenth century Enlightenment, the Renaissance, the medieval 

focus on logical argumentation, the North African and Roman preparation of jurists and lawyers, 

and the Aristotelian and Socratic concern for logic, rhetoric, and warranted assertibility" (Facione 

et al., 1995: 2). However, in more recent history, it is argued that Bloom's (1956) taxonomy of 

educational objectives had a particularly significant impact on the development of CT in western 

countries, especially in America (Ennis, 1987; Reichenbach, 2001). Bloom's taxonomy includes 

six steps of thinking: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation, 

which will be discussed in more detail later in Section 4.5.1. Another name which is closely 
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associated with the development of contemporary CT is Robert Ennis, who published a famous 

article A Concept of Critical Thinking in 1962, which generated considerable enthusiasm for, as 

well as leading to, debates about CT in western countries to the present day (Thayer-Bacon, 2000). 

After Bloom and Ennis, many other theorists developed their own theories, and a significant 

amount of literature can be found on various aspects of CT, such as its definition, its 

general isability, and the teaching and assessment of CT. Inasmuch as the focus of this study is how 

Chinese students function in western universities, the discussion in this chapter will concentrate on 

the importance of CT in western countries. 

4.3 Critical thinking as an ideal 

A review of the literature shows that even though scholars disagree at times about the exact nature 

of CT, it is nevertheless perceived by virtually all as an ideal from individual, educational, and 

social perspectives in western countries. 

Firstly, from the perspective of individual achievements, CT is seen as one of the key factors 

which affect people's performance in both their personal and social life. Hare (1999) justified CT 

as an essential individual skill from three perspectives: first, from an ethical perspective, CT 

differentiates us human beings from other animals; secondly, from a practical perspective, CT is a 

key tool for a person to survive and succeed in a competitive society; finally, from an intellectual 

perspective, CT is considered to be necessary for one to make an outstanding achievement in one's 

area. In short, a person who is willing to use CT skillfully is expected to be more successful. One 

problem with Hare's (1999) first perspective (ethics) is that he seems to confuse the scope of CT 

with thinking in general. Hare's point about the intellectural value of CT, does however have some 

empirical support. In a study of 1,196 US college students in 1989/90, Facione (I 990b) found that 

students' critical thinking abilities had a significant correlation with both their GPA (Grade Point 

Average) and reading comprehension scores (Facione, 1990b). 

From the perspective of education, there is consensus among many theorists that CT should 

be seen as a valid educational ideal, especially in higher education (e. g. Facione et al., 1995; 
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Bissell and Lemons, 2006; Hare, 1999; Woodward-Kron, 2002). The emphasis on CT in education 

can be seen from the tremendous enthusiasm western countries have shown for CT in recent 

decades. In North America, for example, the notion that CT is an educational goal is embodied in 

government policies, university or college goal statements, and assessment criteria (Facione et al., 

1995). To be able to reason well is an essential skill for all academic subjects at school and 

particularly at university (Thomson, 2002; Mangena and Chabeli, 2005). At university, students 

are required to demonstrate their critical analysis in their work, particularly in academic writing 

(Woodward-Kron, 2002). These requirements can be found in course guidelines, assessment 

criteria, and the feedback on students' written assignments, even though the meaning of the 

concept CT may be unclear to both staff and students (Kiely, 2004). In the past few decades in the 

UK, there has been a movement to create a "thinking curriculum", in order to promote the critical 

thinking by students (Fisher, 1998: 5). The publications in this area in the UK concern both the 

theories and practice of critical thinking (Costello, 2000). Moreover, in UK universities, a critical 

dimension in argument is regarded as a prerequisite qualification for a piece of writing to be 

graded as very good or distinguished, and is necessary for those students who want to further their 

studies at Masters or doctoral level (Andrews, 2007). 

Furthermore, according to Facione (2006), CT is the force behind liberal education, which 

aims to liberate students from passively accepting knowledge from academic authorities. In a 

liberal education system, students are expected to think for themselves, to challenge current 

theories, and even make contributions to their field. Paul (1992, cited in Dam and Volman, 2004) 

even argued that CT should be the only objective of education, and proposes an overall reform of 

the education system in the US including curriculum, assessment, and teaching methods. Siegel's 

two-component theory of CT also suggests that CT should be the primary educational ideal, which 

means that CT should not just be the aim of education, but also the means of delivering it; a 

graduate should not only possess CT skills, but also have the disposition' to use the skills (Cuypers, 

2004). 

With respect to the importance of CT in a society, it is viewed by many in the US as the 

fundamental spur to motivate the continual development of the country. In particular, this is 

reflected in the following three areas. First, it is reflected by the growing enthusiasm for CT in 

citizenship education which aims to provide responsible and sensible citizens for a society. 
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According to Facione et al. (1995), CT plays an important role in equipping the college graduate 

with appropriate knowledge and skills to "exercise his rights and responsibilities of citizenship" (p. 

2). From this perspective, the role of higher education in society is clear: it exists not just for itself, 

but more to aid society; it should be committed to providing contributing members of that society. 

Secondly, CT is considered by some to be so important that it can decide the fate of a country. 

Marshall and Tucker (1992, cited in Facione, 2006) suggested that only those nations which stress 

the acquisition of these skills by all the members of society can survive in the future, for the 

competitiveness of a nation is more or less decided by what kind of people it has. Facione (2006) 

even alleged that a society which encourages uncritical thinking will collapse sooner or later. 

Finally, CT is regarded as the fundamental spirit of a democratic society, in which people are 

driven by rational, reflective thinking and truth seeking (Facione, 2006; Dam and Volman, 2004; 

Cuypers, 2004). From this perspective, CT does not belong to any one nation or country, but to the 

whole human race. 

4.4 Critiques of critical thinking theories 

Although CT has been the subject of considerable positive, even wild enthusiasm, it has also 

become the target of critique in recent years. It has been argued for example, that CT, with its 

focus on cognitive thinking skills and rationality, neglects the effect of the imagination, emotions 

and feelings on the thinking process, and since rational thinking has at times been treated as more 

associated with men's thinking, it has also been criticised as being gender-biased (Dam and 

Volman, 2004; Thayer-Bacon, 2000). However, Hare (1999) noted that no studies to date have 

found that women show a particular lack of rational thinking or reasoning abilities, and in fact, CT 

has a strong connection with imaginative and creative thinking. Hare (1999) suggested that one 

needs imagination when thinking about the pros and cons of taking a position regarding a question, 

66since one is going beyond what is given and not merely offering a stock response" (p. 93), and 

this process involves creativity as well. Further, a critical scrutiny of a problem may generate new 

and original solutions. Other critics seem to be unsatisfied with the fact that an excessive emphasis 
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on cognitive skills leads at times to a down-playing of content knowledge (Dam and Volman, 

2004). In response to this critique, Hare (1999) explained that although a degree of subject 

knowledge is frequently needed in CT, certain principles of CT can be applied to any subject. 

Fisher (1988) framed the problem in a slightly different way, complaining that most existing CT 

theories neglect a key issue in argument: what evidence or what sort of evidence should be 

provided to justify the conclusion. CT has also been criticised for neglecting the social and 

political context in which it occurs, by those who argue that CT should serve as the main weapon 

to eliminate social injustice (Dam and Volman, 2004). Thayer-Bacon (2000) similarly criticised 

traditional CT theories for ignoring social relationships between people. In Thayer-Bacon's (2000) 

opinion, all human beings are socially related to each other, and knowledge is constructed by 

people in their effort to explain their experiences with each other. However, Thayer-Bacon's 

emphasis on social relationships cannot explain an event such as Newton's finding of the law of 

gravitation. If the apocryphal story that Newton discovered the law by observing the falling of 

apples is true, it is obvious that the knowledge derived more from his curiosity and interaction 

with nature, rather than from social relationships between people. Hence, Thayer-Bacon's (2000) 

theories may apply to certain social science areas, but will probably encounter problems in 

explaining specific rules or laws in science. Lastly, Thayer-Bacon (2000) pointed out the problem 

with the traditional view that CT is neutral and unbiased, because human beings are "fallible, 

flawed and limited" (p. 3). Traditional CT's refusal to acknowledge other qualities of knowing 

such as feelings, imagination, and intuition is, to Thayer-Bacon (2000), a general western cultural 

bias itself 

Returning to the question of CT as an educational ideal, Papastephanou (2004) pointed out 

that the omnipresence of CT in education over such a long period of time does not necessarily 

guarantee that educators truly understand the spirit of CT Rather, it is claimed, CT has been 

utilised to protect the established pedagogical order, instead of truly liberating students from 

merely echoing their teachers. Thus, CT as an educational panacea has actually inhibited students' 

free thinking (Papastephanou, 2004). 

CT is not only criticised in academic fields, but has also been cfiticised as a reliable approach 

for ordinary people to make judgements on publicly discussed issues. As Huemer (2005) suggested, 

when people encounter a controversial problem, they usually take one or more of the following 
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three actions: appealing to experts; withholding a judgement if there is not enough evidence; or 

making a judgement without appealing to experts. Huemer (2005) took law courts as a typical 

example of the first action, where experts are frequently asked to assist the judge to deal with 

controversial problems. Another example might be people's reliance on doctors as experts when 

they are ill, rather than dealing with the disease themselves. Further examples can be found in 

television programmes in which experts are invited to make comments on controversial or 

unsolved issues. In these cases, people are trying to solve the problems by appealing to experts or 

authorities in certain areas. In Huemer's (2005) view, since an "expert", "by definition" (p. 522), is 

intelligent and has spent a great deal of time and energy on a certain issue, the expert's judgement 

is likely to be more reliable than an ordinary person's. Huemer (2005) did, however, allow that CT 

can be used by ordinary people in three cases: first, when there is an apparent bias in experts' 

judgements; secondly, when people are dealing with personal problems for which there are no 

experts to appeal to; and thirdly, when people are deciding on which expert should be trusted. 

Therefore, CT is not completely useless. Nonetheless, the dilemma in the third case is that, for an 

ordinary person, it is difficult to judge which expert should be relied on. If we cannot trust our own 

judgement by evaluating the evidence on our own, the same problem exists with respect to the 

judgement of the reliability of the expert. It is hard to assert that a certain expert is more reliable 

only due to his publications or public fame. Another possible jeopardy of adopting Huemer's 

(2005) suggestions is that a wrong judgement or theory by so-called experts may be passed on and 

maintained for generations. Without persistent critical evaluation of previous experts' theories, 

there would have been no theory of relativity, or challenge to Aristotle's assertion that heavy 

objects fall faster than lighter ones, which was treated as undoubted truth by Europeans for at least 

two thousand years. 

According to Hare (1999), other objections to CT are due primarily to people's 

misunderstanding of the subject. He pointed out, for example, that some people criticise CT for 

inhibiting cooperation between people, because they consider CT to be equivalent to scepticism, 

and argued that using it will simply lead to hostile and aggressive criticism. However, CT (a) 

involves not only scepticism, but a set of skills and dispositions (Ennis, 1987; Facione, 2006), and 

(b) should generate not only negative comments, but also positive ideas (Cottrell, 2005). Other 

people, such as Rorty (1989, cited in Hare, 1999), doubted the role of CT in early education 

57 



CHAPTER FOUR 

because they think that without basic knowledge, it would be difficult for children to think 

critically. This objection raises the question of how early CT should be taught in education, and the 

relationship between knowledge and CT. Hare (1999) argued that CT should be accompanied by 

knowledge input right from the beginning of education. It is not necessary that educators should 

wait till children have mastered a certain amount of knowledge to cultivate CT dispositions and 

practice CT skills. This is strongly supported by Facione (1990a) who recommended that 

6ýM inimum CT proficiency expectations should be set for each educational level" (p. 16), up to and 

including higher education. 

4.5 Definitions of critical thinking 

Since the focus of the present research is to find out to what extent the training at undergraduate 

level in China affects students' CT in academic writing, the question of what the seemingly 

abstract term CT means is crucial and a working definition is needed. This section aims to tackle 

the question by looking at eight mainstream CT definitions by Bloom, Watson and Glaser, Ennis, 

McPeck, Paul, Lipman, Siegel, and the Delphi Report. 

Although CT is widely used in western countries, it is also famous for being difficult to 

define and explain (Atkinson, 1997; Byrne, 1994). This is manifest from the significant variety of 

definitions in the literature, and the continuity of the effort people have made to redefine and refine 

previous or existing definitions. According to Johnson (1992), almost every author of a textbook of 

critical thinking has provided a new definition of CT. Some of them may share certain 

commonalities, but others are markedly different from each other. Hence, Atkinson (1997) 

attributed his argument against adopting CT in TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other 

Lam,, u&ýes) education to the ambiguity of the concept as a social practice. He argued that CT is 

developed naturally and unconsciously by people in western cultures, and thus is not easy to 

explain to people from other cultures, which in turn suggests a need to exercise caution when 

considerim,, CT in TESOL classrooms. TESOL education apart, other areas in tertiary education 

also find it hard to unpack the concept. Woodward-Kron (2002) claimed that in Australia, clear 
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explanations of the concept are rarely found in student programme guidebooks, even though CT is 

well-known for its importance to student writing. However, academic staff often take it for granted 

that students will understand the term (Woodward-Kron, 2002). Bissell and Lemons (2006) held 

the similar view that the problem of defining the concept is one of the key reasons why CT is 

difficult to teach in higher education. Ironically, on the one hand, Atkinson and Woodward-Kron 

complained about the lack of appropriate definitions of CT; while on the other hand, a review of 

the literature showed that those who attempt to teach CT may well suffer from the variety of 

available definitions of CT. 

According to Johnson (1992), the five most famous theoretically based definitions are 

provided by Robert Ennis, John McPeck, Richard Paul, Matthew Lipman, and Harvey Siegel, so it 

is worth considering each separately. However, before looking at these widely cited and discussed 

definitions, I shall start with Bloom's taxonomy of educational objectives which is used by 

Reichenbach (2001) to explain his theory of CT. Bloom's taxonomy is still frequently utilised by 

current theorists to develop their theories of CT, or assessment criteria for CT (Bissell and Lemons, 

2006). And after that, Watson and Glaser's definition will be examined, because of their initiative 

in developing testing instruments for CT, which are extensively used. Finally, I shall introduce one 

of the most widely acknowledged definitions of CT agreed on by forty-six professionals in the 

Delphi Report (Facione, 1990a). 

4.5.1 Bloom's taxonomy of educational objectives 

Bloom (1956) and his colleagues produced two separate handbooks of the taxonomy of 

educational objectives for the cognitive domain and the affective domain. But for the purpose of 

explaining CT, Reichenbach's (2001) explanation of Bloom's cognitive domain will be introduced 

in this chapter. According to Reichenbach (2001), a condensed taxonomy of cognitive skills is as 

follows: 

Acquiring knowledge or information 

Comprehending or understanding what you read and hear 

Applying what you understand to given situations 
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4. Analysing the information that you understand 
5. Synthesizing and creatively using what you understand and have analysed 
6. Critically evaluating what you understand and have analysed or created (p. 20) 

The relationship between the six steps is sequentially ordered. The first three steps are basic ability 

steps and the prerequisites for the other three higher-order thinking skills: analysis, synthesis, and 

evaluation; the first four build on each other and are the basis of Steps 5 and 6 (Reichenbach, 

2001). 

The first knowledge step, which involves obtaining facts and discovering information, is the 

fundamental step for all the other five steps and a necessary step for further learning (Reichenbach, 

200 1 ). As for CT, the knowledge step requires one to uncover the topic, the issue, the assumptions, 

the main points, and the conclusions in an argument. 

As regards comprehension in Step 2, Reichenbach (2001) explained that it refers to relating 

the new knowledge to what one already knows, and one of the best ways to test this is to ask a 

person to restate the matter in his own words. Thus, in academic writing, students need to show 

their comprehension of the literature they have reviewed by restating the main points in the 

literature in their own words. 

Application per se is not difficult to understand. Application is a step in which a person is 

required to apply what he has understood to a real situation, for example, to successfully assemble 

the parts of a piece of furniture after reading the manual. 

Analysis, according to Reichenbach (2001), refers to the ability to break down a main thesis 

into subordinate ideas and analyse the relationship between the ideas. For example, in critical 

reading, one needs to identify the presuppositions, the evidence, and conclusions, and then find out 

how these ideas are structured, categorised, ordered, and organized to make the argument. This 

process helps critical thinkers to evaluate more effectively the strengths and weaknesses of an 

argurnent. 

The process of synthesis is also a process of production. In this process, one needs to put the 

information derived frorn all sources together to produce something original. Creativity and 

imagination are needed in the process as well. A typical example of synthesis is essay writing in 

\\-hich students are required to utilise ideas from a range of sources to formulate their own ideas. 

Other examples of synthesis include inventing something new or solving a problem. 
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The process of evaluation emphasises the relationship and connection between pieces of 

evidence and conclusions in particular. In this process, a critical thinker will ask the following 

questions: Does the evidence support the conclusion? Is the existing evidence strong enough? Is 

there any evidence which may weaken the conclusion? Do the authors mention contrary evidence 

and weigh up both supportive and contrary evidence? And what are the assumptions and are they 

defensible? Reichenbach (2001) further argued that it is important to put evaluation at the end of 

the taxonomy because the previous steps are needed to help people to accomplish this step. 

Reichenbach (2001) did not deny the role of emotions and feelings in all these steps, but suggested 

that caution must be considered when people tend to rely completely on them. 

However, with respect to the relationships between the six steps, Bissell and Lemons (2006) 

provided different explanations. According to them, the first two steps do not need critical thinking 

skills, whilst the rest of the four steps are called higher-order thinking skills precisely and they 

must build on the first two basic steps. In addition, the first three steps are hierarchical but the last 

three are not. Bissell and Lemons's (2006) problem is that they introduced new terms such as 

higher-order thinking but did not explain what is involved in higher-order thinking or critical 

thinking. 

Ennis (1987) argued that some concepts such as analysis in Bloom's taxonomy are vague, and 

therefore, it is not an ideal guidance for teaching higher-order thinking in schools. For example, as 

Ennis (1987) noted, an analysis of an argument differs significantly from an analysis of a chemical 

compound. Higher-order thinking, according to Ennis (1987), is generally considered to include 

the top three levels in Bloom's taxonomy. This argument indicates that Ennis believed that 

higher-order thinking skills, or at least analysis, may be restricted by specific context and subject. 

In addition, Ennis's (1987) argued that there are no clear criteria for each step in Bloom's 

taxonorny, thus assessment remains a big problem for educators. In contrast, Ennis's (1987) own 

theory of CT below has clear criteria and assessment instruments and may thus be viewed as better 

guidance for teaching higher-order thinking skills. Furthermore, if it is true that knowledge is 

necessary for higher-order thinking as Bloom's theory suggests, the assertion that CT can be tested 

and applied generally is unfounded. 
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4.5.2 Watson and Glaser's definition 

Watson and Glaser's definition of CT is introduced here because their conception of and testing 

instruments for CT are still extensively used (Loo and Thorpe, 2005; Gadzella et aL, 2005). 

According to Loo and Thorpe (2005), Watson and Glaser's conception of CT includes the 

components of attitudes, knowledge, and skills. Thus, the definition of CT suggested by Watson 

and Glaser is as follows: "(1) attitudes of inquiry that involve an ability to recognise the existence 

of problems and an acceptance of the general need for evidence in support of what is asserted to be 

true; (2) knowledge of the nature of valid inferences, abstraction, and generalisations in which the 

weight or accuracy of different kinds of evidence are logically determined; and (3) skills in 

employing and applying the above attitudes and knowledge" (Loo and Thorpe, 2005: 47). 

Compared with other popular definitions such as Ennis's (1987) and Facione's (2006), the most 

outstanding feature of Watson and Glaser's definition is that knowledge is regarded as an essential 

component along with attitudes and skills, while Ennis (1987) and Facione (2006) put more 

emphasis on attitudes, dispositions, and skills. However, by comparing the understanding of the 

word "knowledge" in their definitions, it is not difficult to discover that what Watson and Glaser 

rneant by "knowledge" is different from what Ennis or Facione meant. Watson and Glaser's 

"knowledge" involves a process of inference and analysis, which, from Facione's (2006) point of 

view, should be categorised as cognitive skills. Ennis's (1987) or Facione's (2006) "knowledge" 

refers to subject-specific knowledge, which includes specific methods or techniques only 

applicable to that subject area. 

4.5.3 Ennis's definition 

Ennis is rei, arded by many as the person who initiated the new enthusiasm for CT in recent 

decades, and his definition is one of the most frequently cited in the literature (Thayer-Bacon, 

2000; Lipman, 2003). His promotion of CT and introduction of dispositions and abilities 
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dimensions of CT have contributed to the widespread teaching and testing of CT in the USA at all 

educational, political, and social levels. For example, one of the most popular CT tests given on 

the website of the California Academic Press (2006) still follows Ennis's tradition of defining and 

assessing CT from the perspectives of dispositions and abilities. Ennis's original definition which 

focused on just the skills dimension was discarded in 1987 (Thayer-Bacon, 2000) and his present 

definition includes both abilities and dispositions (Ennis, 1987). Ennis's (1987) working definition 

of CT is "reasonable reflective thinking that is focused on deciding what to believe or do" (p. 10). 

This definition is further "broken down into a set of critical thinking dispositions, three basic areas 

of critical thinking abilities, and an area of strategical and tactical abilities in employing critical 

thinking" (Ennis, 1987: 11). Therefore, a critical thinker should not only have the skills or abilities 

to think critically, but also tend to operate like that willingly. Ennis (1987) argued that, compared 

with other similar terms such as "informal logic" or "higher-order thinking", CT has its own 

distinct strengths. Firstly, in contrast to higher-order thinking which is vague in meaning and scope, 

CT is clearly defined and has a set of criteria to assess its application. Secondly, CT is more 

flexible in relation to the content concerned than is "informal logic" which is often viewed as skills 

separate from content. In contrast, CT can either be taught as an independent course, or be 

integrated into other courses. 

However, despite all the strengths of this definition, it has been criticised as having several 

limitations. For instance, according to Thayer-Bacon (2000), Ennis himself realised that his 

previous theory of CT, by focusing merely on acts of judgement, neglected other thinking 

activities such as observing and inferring. In addition, Ennis's definition over-emphasises the 

outcomes of thinking rather than the features of the thinking itself (Thayer-Bacon, 2000). Finally, 

Johnson (1992) pointed out three problems with Ennis's theory and definition of CT. The first 

problem is that there is no explanation of the differences and relationship between the concepts 

such as CT, rational thinking, creative thinking, and problem solving. Secondly, Ennis's definition 

cannot explain the scope of CT. For example, it cannot answer the question of whether CT 

includes moral thinking or not. Thirdly, as far as the list of dispositions and abilities is concemed, 

Johnson (1992) doubted the theoretical bases of the list and its relationship to the term CT itself. 

One typical question Johnson (1992) raised is: for how many items in the list does a person need to 

have to be a critical thinker? 
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4.5.4 MePeck's definition 

It is John McPeck, a Canadian philosopher, who initiated the intense debate about the 

general isabi I ity of CT with his book Critical Thinking and Education (Thayer-Bacon, 2000). 

McPeck (1981) defined CT as "the propensity and skill to engage in an activity with reflective 

scepticism" (p. 8). Comparing his definition with Ennis's theory of CT, the two agree on the idea 

that CT involves both skills and dispositions. However, McPeck's (1981) "skills" are different 

from what Ennis meant by "skills". McPeck's (1981) skills refer to the specific methods, 

techniques, or strategies in a particular area which are not transferable across subjects, while 

Ennis's skills refer to cognitive skills which can be applied in all domains. 

McPeck's (1981) definition and theory have a number of distinctive features. First, with 

16 reflective scepticism", McPeck (1981) seemed to lay stress more on sceptical thinking, which is 

strongly supported by Swartz (2004) with her "semeiotic view of critical thinking" (p. 46). Swartz 

(2004) argued that in contrast to the traditional view of CT held by Ennis and other theorists as 

universal logic and reasoning, the semeiotic view is focused on a process of interpreting and 

explaining signs and symbols using logic and reflection to create new knowledge. Andrews (2007) 

held the similar view that it is necessary to take a sceptical position when we are reading. 

According to McPeck (1981), the purpose of scepticism is not necessarily to disagree with 

anything, rather, it is to remind people not to accept so-called truth passively but to provide 

alternative solutions or possibilities. Such scepticism should also be based on the specific domain 

area or problem in consideration. Therefore, a good critical thinker in one area is not necessarily a 

-ood critical thinker or even a critical thinker at all in another, for the criteria of judging the 
I- 

appropriate use of scepticism is based on the norms and standards of that specific area. One 

problern with McPeck's theory is that McPeck ignored the fact that the norms or standards in an 

area may be hard to define as well, either because of the development in the field or cultural 

differences. The knowledge of, or experience in, one area needs to be updated continually to meet 

new developments and new situations. Therefore, appeal to norms and standards stifflý in a 
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specific area would unavoidably lead to stereotyping in thinking. This stress on subject-specific 

knowledge was criticised by Paul (1993) who argued that the distinctions between subjects are 

sometimes not very clear and in the real world, people are often forced to integrate skills, methods, 

and strategies of different disciplines logically to make reasonable judgements. McPeck's sceptical 

thinking is criticised by other CT theorists as well. For instance, Hare (1999) argued that with an 

over-emphasis on scepticism, it is very difficult to draw a conclusion and come to a view of 

anything. In response to this criticism, McPeck (1981) justified his scepticism as -judicious 

scepticism", not "indiscriminate scepticism" (p. 7), which should be employed within the field or 

problem area concemed. 

Further, McPeck (198 1) held a completely different view from Ennis that CT cannot be taught 

as an independent subject. On the contrary, he maintained that it has to be embedded in a specific 

field. McPeck (1981) argued that "thinking is always thinking about something" (p. 3), and "there 

is no generalised skill properly called critical thinking" (p. 5). Also, compared with subject 

knowledge, logic, as McPeck (1981) noted, plays a minor role in reflective scepticism. This is why 

Thayer-Bacon (2000) criticised McPeck's theory for its over-stress on the epistemological aspect 

of the concept rather than the logical aspect. 

Thirdly, McPeck (1981) considered CT as "a subset of rational thinking" (p. 10). This point, 

however, contradicts Siegel's theory that CT is "coextensive" with rational thinking (Johnson, 

1992). As far as the scope of CT is concerned, McPeck (198 1) insisted that CT is so broad that it 

includes all the mental processes in problem-solving or other activities such as chess playing. 

4.5.5 Paul's definition 

Among all the theorists of CT, Paul is regarded as the one who put the most emphasis on the 

dispositions component of the concept Nvith his notions of "strong sense" and -weak sense" critical 

thinking (Thaver-Bacon, 2000). The condensed definition of CT offered by Paul is "disciplined, 

self-directed thinking which exemplifies the perfection of thinking appropriate to a particular 

mode or domain of thinking" (Paul, 1989: 214, cited in Johnson, 1992: 40). Paul (1993) later 
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provided another definition of CT as 

a systematic way to form and shape one's thinking. It functions purposefully and 
exactly. It is thought that is disciplined, comprehensive, based on intellectual 

standards, and, as a result, well-reasoned. (p. 20) 

Paul (1993) further explained the core elements in this definition, such as thinking systematically 

and purposefully, disciplined and comprehensive thinking, intellectual virtues, criteria and 

intellectual standards, and the construction of thinking. According to Paul (1993), intellectual 

virtues are the characteristic traits which a critical thinker should develop actively. These virtues 

include "intellectual integrity, intellectual humility, fair-mindedness, intellectual empathy, and 

intellectual courage" (Paul, 1993: 21). In addition, Paul (1993) argued that the construction and 

process of thinking should be assessed according to certain criteria of sound reasoning and 

intellectual standards such as relevance and depth, and on this point, Paul agreed with McPeck 

(with his reflective thinking). Paul's (1993) thinking has two forms in terms of depth and quality: 

while "weak sense" thinking is disconnected and sporadic, "strong sense" thinking is a complex 

integration of dispositions, values, and skills concerned. Therefore, a strong sense critical thinker 

needs to be open-minded and take into account all the possibilities and perspectives. Otherwise, 

his thinking remains egocentric or ethnocentric. 

The strength of Paul's theory of CT is that he raised the issue of moral consciousness in the 

concept with his criticism of egocentric and ethnocentric thinking (Johnson, 1992). According to 

Paul ( 1993), the intellectual virtues discussed above are also necessary for moral integrity. 

However, Paul's definition is not without problems. One problem is that the lack of a clear-cut 

distinction between "weak sense" and "strong sense" thinking leads to the loss of "exactness" 

(Thayer-Bacon, 2000: 61). In addition, with his over-emphasis on the individual capacities. Paul 

still restricted the critical thinker within the solitary model created by the ancient Greek 

philosophers (Thayer-Bacon, 2000). 

4.5.6 Lipman's deflinition 
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Lipman (2003) criticised Ennis's theory of CT as over-emphasi sing the outcome of thinking as 

actions or beliefs, while ignoring the characteristics of the process of thinking itself. He argued 

that the features of critical thinking, or more appropriately of being a critical thinker, are to 

facilitate judgement by relying on criteria, self-correcting, and being sensitive to the context. A 

judgement is a determination, the "forming of opinions, estimates, or conclusions" (Lipman, 2003: 

210), and a good judgement should take into account all the possibilities, and is arrived at by 

appealing to certain criteria, and reflective thinking. To answer the question of why criteria are one 

of the defining features of CT he argued that because CT is reliable thinking, it requires criteria to 

support it, just as we need reasons to back up our opinions. For Lipman (2003), criteria are a kind 

of reliable reason. Further, CT is self-correcting, because CT is a process of inquiry which 

involves seeking and then correcting its own weaknesses. Finally. critical thinkers are sensitive to 

the context. In other words, they are aware of the specific context in which a certain criterion can 

be employed or appealed to. 

According to Lipman (2003), the purpose of CT is not to decide what to believe or do; rathei-, 

it aims to help us inquire for ourselves, to think reflectively about the things or knowledge others 

want us to believe. Therefore, students need to be open-minded and remain sceptical about the 

knowledge they learn at school. It can be seen that this point is consistent with Paul's and 

McPeck's reflective scepticism. 

However, Lipman's theories are not without problems either. Firstly, a person who is sensitive 

to the context, engaged in self-corrective thinking, and guided by criteria is not necessarily a 

criticid thinker (Johnson, 1992). Secondly, Lipman's definition has a similar problem as McPeck's 

with his sceptical thinking. Real circumstances are usually very complex and if we strictly follow 

Lipman's reqUirement for a critical thinker, it would be very hard to ever come to a judgement, and 

this may affect the progress of a project or any other matters. Thirdly, Johnson (1992) criticises 

Lipman's "self-correction" as laying too much stress on individual abilities while weakening the 

impact of the social context, which is the same problem with Paul's theory, as discussed earlier. 

This criticism is perhaps too strong, as Lipman (2003) did show his awareness of the importance 

of the context by pointing out several particular circumstances a critical thinker should pay 

attention to, for example, some meanings in a language might not be able to be translated into 

another language. And lastly, Lipman's definition implies that CT must lead to moralk good 
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results, but according to McPeck, CT could be either good or bad in a moral sense (Johnson, 

1992). 

4.5.7 Siegel's definition 

Siegel defined a critical thinker as a person "appropriately moved by reasons" (Johnson, 1992: 40). 

Based on Ennis's, Paul's, McPeck's, and Lipman's theories of CT, Siegel (1992) developed his 

theory of two components of CT: the "reason assessment" component and the "critical spirit" 

component. As far as the reason assessment component is concerned, Siegel (2001) argued that a 

critical thinker should possess the abilities to assess beliefs and actions, and the reasons underlying 

these beliefs and actions. And this, according to Siegel (1992), is the epistemology underlying CT. 

In addition, Siegel considered CT to be principled thinking, for a critical thinker needs to appeal to 

principles, both subject-specific and subject-neutral, to assess reasons. Hence, a critical thinker in 

Siegel's eyes is "impartial, consistent, and non-arbitrary" (Thayer-Bacon, 2000: 64). Siegel (2001) 

further argued that an individual who has these skills or abilities is not necessarily a critical thinker. 

She must place a positive value on the reason assessment process and desire to do that, and this is 

another essential component of CT, the critical spirit component (Siegel, 2001). Siegel (1992) 

suggested that critical spirit involves four aspects: the dispositions, attitudes, habits, and character 

traits of a person. According to Siegel (2001), although a person may possess the abilities to assess 

reasons, she may not be willing to do that or have no chance to do so. Therefore, an individual's 

performance or behaviour might not reflect her real abilities (Siegel, 2001). 

Several other points are worth looking at in Siegel's (2001) theory of CT when he argued 

against Garrison's criticisms. One point concerns idealism. Siegel (2001) defended his idealism as 

the pursuit of truth in inquiry as an ideal target, rather than the transcendental idealism or idealist 

metaphysics that Garrison complained of This of course raises the question of the nature of 

"truth", which, in Siegel's (2001) view, is a "regulative idea, 2,, (p. 582) or target, and cannot be 

determined, but only be indicated by action. And to reply to Garrison's criticism of his rejection of 

44 strong contextualism" and "'naturalism", Siegel (2001) argued that it is true that he rejects "strong 
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contextual ism", but he advocates "weak or moderate contextualism" because the reasons and 

evidence one uses are clearly contextual. He also agreed with Garrison on "Darwinian 

naturalism 3,, 
, but disagreed with him on the view that truth is determined by action or emerges 

naturally. Rather, things or actions which emerge naturally can be good or bad, positive or 

negative. 

However, Siegel's two-component theory of CT and his suggestion of CT as an educational 

ideal were criticised again by Cuypers (2004). According to Cuypers (2004), although Siegel 

rejected a Humean means-ends conception of "instrumental rationalityA , his two-component 

conception of CT in fact resembles Hume's means-end dichotomy. In Hume's theory, desires are 

the end, while reason only serves as the means of fulfilling that purpose. Therefore, reason is 

"neither normatively nor motivationally practical" (Cuypers, 2004: 84). Nevertheless, Siegel 

appeals to Kantian autonomy "respect for students as persons" as one of his reasons for proposing 

CT as an educational ideal (Cuypers 2004: p. 8 1). Kantian autonomy implies that practical reason 

is "both normatively and motivationally practical" (Cuypers, 2004: 82). Hence, Cuypers (2004) 

concludes that, since these two conclusions are apparently contradictory, Siegel's two-component 

conception of CT cannot justify his proposal of CT as an educational ideal. Cuypers's (2004) 

argument, to the extent that it is against the dualism of CT, raises a serious problem not only with 

Siegel's theory, but also with many other contemporary mainstream theories of CT, including those 

proposed by Ennis, Paul and even the Delphi Report (below). A last problem with Siegel's theory, 

according to Thayer-Bacon (2000), is that Siegel equates CT with rationality and links rationality 

to absolutism. Therefore, a weak-sense critical thinker in Paul's theory, is not a critical thinker at 

all from Siegel's point of view (Thayer-Bacon, 2000). 

4.5.8 The Delphi Report 

The reason why the Delphi Report is introduced here is because it is widely acknowledged for its 

important role in CT development, and because assessment based on the report is used extensively 

nowadays (for example, Albert, et al., 2002; Yeh and Chen, 2005). 
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In 1988, Facione and the California Academic Press initiated the Delphi Research Project, 

aiming at finding out the core elements of critical thinking, which had already received 

considerable attention during the 1980s (Facione, 1990a). The research method they adopted was 

called the Delphi method and involved 46 well-known CT experts from USA and Canada, 

including those experts whose theories have been discussed earlier in this chapter, such as Robert 

Ennis, Richard Paul, and Matthew Lipman. Among the experts taking part, 52% came from 

Philosophy, 22% from Education, 20% from the Social Sciences, and 6% from the Physical 

Sciences. Most of these experts had a great deal of experience and expertise in CT research, 

instruction, and assessment, and agreed to work together to reach consensus on the conception of 

CT (Facione, 1990a). The research began in February 1988 and ended in November 1989, and 

altogether six rounds of questions regarding CT were sent to the experts, with each round focusing 

on different aspects of CT. The final consensus statement was as follows: 

"We understand critical thinking to be purposeful, self-regulatory judgment which 

results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as explanation of 
the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or contextual considerations 

upon which that judgment is based. CT is essential as a tool of inquiry. As such, CT is a 
liberating force in education and a powerful resource in one's personal and civic life. 

While not synonymous with good thinking, CT is a pervasive and self-rectifying 
human phenomenon. The ideal critical thinker is habitually inquisitive, well-informed, 
trustful of reason, open-minded, flexible, fair-minded in evaluation, honest in facing 

personal biases, prudent in making judgments, willing to reconsider, clear about issues, 

orderly in complex matters, diligent in seeking relevant 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. Thus, educating good 

critical thinkers means working towards this ideal. It combines developing CT skills 

with nurturing those dispositions which consistently yield useful insights and which are 
the basis of a rational and democratic society. " (Facione, 1990a: 2). 

This consensus comprises several aspects of CT. First, it illustrates the cognitive skills of C-L 

which can be SUmmarised as: interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and 

self-regulation. However, the consensus agreed on by the experts is an ideal in the sense that it is 

hard for ordinary people to be able to apply all of them. This should not however serve as an 

ewuse for abandoning the prornotion of CT at each educational level, just as people do not give up 

making friends simply because there are no perfect people (Facione. 1990a). Nevertheless, Facione 



CHAPTER FOUR 

(1990a) admitted that although some skills may build upon other skills, the complicated 

relationship among these skills is still worth further exploration. With respect to the relationship 

between CT and other higher-order thinking skills, Facione (1990a) argued that CT should be 

regarded as one of the higher-order thinking skills along with others such as creative-thinking, 

problem-solving, and decision making. 

Secondly, the above consensus answers the question of why CT counts. According to Facione 

(2006), CT is purposeful, and is not necessarily aggressive. In fact, people can cooperate with each 

other, but still use CT skills. According to the consensus, CT liberates students from professors at 

college level, and can help people make "good" decisions, and therefore, improve their future both 

in their personal life and as contributing members of a liberal and democratic society (Facione, 

2006). Thus, the experts insisted that, in addition to college level, CT should be taught and 

assessed at each level of education, and as early as from childhood. 

Thirdly, as regards the dispositions of CT, the consensus presents both affective dispositions 

and approaches to specific questions. According to Facione (1990a), the experts differed in their 

attitudes towards the role of affective dispositions in the conception of CT. Around two-thirds of 

thern held the view that affective dispositions should be included in the meaning of CT, for they 

believed that a person who has CT skills but fails to use them cannot be called a critical thinker. 

On the other hand, around one-third insisted that what the concept of CT comprises should not be 

viewed as the same as what makes a morally good critical thinker: the former only contains 

cognitive skills, while a critical thinker can be good or bad in an ethical sense. They argued that a 

person who exercises his CT skills to achieve unethical purposes should still be called critical 

thinkers, but not "good" critical thinkers. However, virtually all the experts agreed on the 

importance of dispositions and suggested that CT instruction should develop materials, pedagogies, 

and assessment tools to cultivate dispositions in students (Facione, 1990a). 

Lastly, the consensus pointed out future directions for CT education. These -were to develop 

CT skills as well as nurture dispositions in students simultaneously, with the ultimate goal of 

building a rational and democratic society. As regards CT instruction and assessment, the Delphi 

Report Suggests that, although CT skills are subject neutral, their application needs subject-specific 

knowledge. Therefore, CT instruction can be carried out effectively either in a discipline, or as an 

independent subject. 
- 
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Nonetheless, one problem with the Delphi Report is that all the experts involved were from 

the USA or Canada. Therefore, the limited variety of cultural and social backgrounds involved is 

likely to affect the application of the theories they generated to other cultures or societies. The 

same problem may be found in the assessment instruments such as CCTDI (the California Critical 

Thinking Disposition Inventory) developed on the basis of the Delphi Report. Although the experts 

realised the problem in the Delphi Report by emphasising the fairness of assessment instruments, 

caution needs to be paid when applying these assessment instruments in other cultures. 

In order to compare and contrast the above theories, Table 4.1 (below) summarises the main 

points of each. It can be seen that five of the eight theorists, Bloom, Watson and Glaser, Ennis, 

Siegel, and the Delphi Report, suggested that the defining feature of CT should include a cognitive 

skills component. Seven proposed that affective dispositions or characteristic traits should be 

contained in the conception of CT. Bloom, Watson and Glaser, McPeck, and Lipman stressed the 

role of knowledge, or the context in the application of CT, especially McPeck, who insisted that 

knowledge is the fundamental basis of CT. Bloom also admitted that knowledge is the basic step of 

thinking, and emphasised the hierarchical relationship between the steps in the taxonomy of 

educational objectives. It was McPeck, Paul, and Lipman who pointed out the importance of 

criteria in the application of CT. Four of them suggested that reflective thinking is especially 

important, although Ennis laid more stress on the final result of thinking, whilst McPeck, Paul and 

Lipman focused more on the process of thinking. 

Table 4.1 What do experts stress in their theories of CT? 

Cognitive skills Affective dispositions Knowledge/context Criteria Reflective dimension 

Bloom 

Watson and Glaser 

Ennis 

McPeck 

Paul 

Lipman 

Siegel 

72 



CHAPTER FOUR 

t The Delphi Reporl 414 

4.6 The teaching and learning of critical thinking 

As far as the teaching and learning of CT are concerned, the controversial question of the 

general isabi I ity of CT needs to be discussed, for the attitudes towards the general isabi lity of CT 

will inevitably affect people's views on questions such as whether CT is teachable and how to 

teach it. In fact, this issue has been discussed extensively in the literature. Therefore, before the 

discussion of the teaching and assessment of CT, the question of generalisability will be examined. 

4.6.1 The generalisability of critical thinking 

Most of the literature which has been reviewed so far reflects the view that CT is generalisable, 

although the implementation of CT needs content or knowledge. For instance, Hare (1999) argued 

that there exist general principles of argument which can be applied to any context. This is 

strongly supported by Reichenbach (2001) who insisted that some common, basic skills of 

thinking, such as identifying issues and presuppositions, are applicable across most disciplines, 

and by Davies (2008) who argued that CT is a skill which can be taught to graduate students to 

help them construct better arguments in essays. Ennis (1992) suggested that McPeck's (1981) 

allegation that "thinking is always thinking about something" cannot serve as evidence to deny the 

fact that there are general thinking skills and dispositions. Paul (1993) held the similar view that 

the logics we use everyday are "far more mutable, less discrete, more general, more open-textured 

and multi-textured, more social, more dialectical, and even more personal" (p. 370), and thus not 

easily affected by domain-specific knowledge. According to Stapleton (2001), those who believe 

that CT can be clearly defined would prefer to support the generalisation of CT skills and 

dispositions, while those who insist that CT is a vague concept tend to be suspicious of the 
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generalisability of CT. Thus, inasmuch as Stapleton (2001) himself tried to define and measure CT 

in Japanese students' writing, he seemed to advocate the generalisation of CT. And Facione et al. 

(1995) apparently conceived of CT dispositions as subject-neural when they were trying to test CT 

dispositions in college students using CCTDI (California Critical Thinking Disposition Inventory) 

for the first time. 

However, a group of theorists represented by McPeck holds markedly different views on the 

general isabi I ity of CT. According to McPeck (198 1), since a person relies on the knowledge, skills, 

and criteria in a specific area to exercise her reflective thinking, a critical thinker in one area is not 

necessarily a critical thinker in another, and thus CT is not generalisable and cannot be taught as an 

independent subject. Nonetheless, McPeck did not answer the question of whether affective 

dispositions such as being sceptical about the so-called truth are applicable to all disciplines, or in 

other words, are generalisable. In fact, although Lipman (2003) did not touch on the issue of the 

generalisability of CT, he held a similar view to McPeck's, that context and criteria play an 

important role in the execution of thinking skills. Atkinson (1997), on the other hand, considered 

CT to be a typical western social practice and a common-sense activity of western people, and 

hence it is not a concept which can be explicitly explained and defined. He justified his conclusion 

by comparing socialisation practices in Japan and in America, and by appealing to a study 

conducted by Fox (1994, cited in Atkinson, 1997) in which even professors experienced in 

exercising CT could not explain the concept itself clearly. These presuppositions and evidence 

seem to indicate that critical thinking skills are not generalisable and transferable. On the basis of 

46(an extensive review of the literature on 'critical thinking' and 'scientific attitudes"'(p. 2), Byme 

(1994) came to the conclusion that thinking is not a general skill, but varies according to different 

contexts and needs specific knowledge and skills in certain subject areas. 

Different from both of these two apparently opposite schools of thought, Siegel (1992) held 

what might be called a concessional view, that CT skills and abilities are partly generalisable, 

because some of the CT skills "are narrow and specific" (p. 103), and thus not applicable to all 

contexts. However, Siegel (1992) insisted that the epistemology underlying the reason assessment 

component and CT spirit are completely generalisable. 

According to Dam and Volman (2004), in recent years, many theorists have begun to accept 

such a solution to the issue of the general isability of CT: that there exist general principles of CT; 
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these skills can be acquired effectively in one domain-specific area, but can be transferred to other 

areas. Facione (1990a) noted that most of the theorists in the Delphi Report agreed on the 

general isabi I ity of CT skills and dispositions, but acknowledged the important role the subject 

knowledge plays in the application and promotion of these skills and dispositions. 

4.6.2 How to teach critical thinking 

As stated earlier, the attitudes towards the issue of the general isabi I ity of CT will affect the 

teaching strategies selected for CT, especially when the relationship between CT and subject 

knowledge is concerned. Ennis (1992) accordingly categorised the teaching models of CT into 

four approaches, in terms of the extent to which the teaching of CT is related to domain-specific 

knowledge: the general approach, which considers CT to be generalisable and can be taught as an 

independent subject; the infusion approach, which suggests that CT should be taught within a 

subject area, with students being clear about what CT skills and dispositions are emphasised in the 

instruction; the immersion approach, which insists that CT should be completely integrated in the 

subject area without indication of the specific CT skills or dispositions expected in the programme; 

and finally the mixed approach, which combines the general approach with the infusion one or the 

immersion one. Theorists who conceive of CT as general skills and dispositions would be more 

likely to advocate the general approach, such as Ennis, Paul, and Facione. However, this does not 

mean that these theorists would necessarily reject the other approaches. They simply argue that the 

skills and dispositions developed in one subject area can be transferred to other areas. In contrast, 

theorists who doubt the general isabi I ity of CT would propose the immersion approach, although 

what they conceive of as CT skills and dispositions may differ significantly from those of other 

theorists. A representative of this approach is McPeck (1981) who insisted that CT skills and 

dispositions should be treated as an indispensable part of any subject. Facione (1990a) proposed a 

variety of ways of teaching CT, either teaching it in a specific CT programme or having it infused 

in another subject programme, but he nevertheless pointed out that all subject areas should include 

CT as one of their pedagogical objectives and instruments. 
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Most theorists, however, appear to agree on the view that both CT skills and dispositions play 

equally important roles in CT education. Thus, Facione (1990a) recommended that both CT skills 

and dispositions should be taught and nurtured at the same time in all subject areas. This is 

strongly supported by McPeck (1981) who emphasised the importance of cultivating dispositions 

of thinking with his reflective scepticism. Nevertheless, Facione et al. (1995) pointed out that 

although there are several hypotheses about a positive relationship between either the whole 

dispositional component and skills component of CT, or a dispositions cluster and a skills cluster, 

or a specific disposition and a skill, there is little empirical evidence to support any of them. Albert 

et al. (2002) conducted a study with III US baccalaureate nursing students using two testing 

instruments, the CCTDI and the CCTST, with the purpose of finding out the relationship between 

bilingualism, CT skills and CT dispositions. Unfortunately, their findings did not show any 

evidence of a relationship between CT skills and dispositions. 

Despite a lack of empirical studies to support a relationship between CT skills and 

dispositions, considerable effort has been expended seeking appropriate teaching strategies and the 

characteristics of the instruction which may facilitate CT in students. According to Paul (1993), 

students' own minds and experiences should be the focus of the learning, so that students can be 

encouraged to analyse their own experiences and critique their own prejudices and weaknesses. 

This is "a dialogical approach" which Paul (1993: 333) advocated as a teaching strategy for all 

subject knowledge, and also a way to help students be fair-minded and become "strong-sense" 

critical thinkers. This kind of learning process, as Paul (1993) noted, is a different way of learning 

from the traditional teaching style of knowledge-feeding by teachers. Therefore, in order to give 

students more chances to practice their reasoning abilities, Paul (1993) suggested that education 

should focus on the depth of learning, rather than the amount of knowledge covered at school. 

Vanderburgh (2005) tried open-book tests and student-authored exam questions to enhance 

students' understanding of knowledge, creativity, writing abilities, and critical thinking, and 

obtained positive results. In open-book tests, students needed to integrate the knowledge learned to 

make decisions on each of the choices of a question, for they could not get answers directly from 

the textbook or class notes, while student-authored exam questions required students to design a 

test question, offer answers, and explain the correctness of each answer. However, the preparation 

and grading of this kind of testing requires a great deal of time for teachers, and students may not 
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be fully prepared for the new forms of assessment. 

Tsui (2002) argued that the existing literature does not provide enough consistent evidence on 

any teaching techniques or pedagogical strategies which are likely to facilitate CT in students. She 

criticised the existing method of a questionnaire with multiple-choice questions used for 

measuring CT abilities and dispositions. Instead of using popular quantitative research methods, in 

her study of four institutions in America, she adopted qualitative data collection methods such as 

classroom observations and interviews. The working definition of CT in Tsui's (2002) study was 

"'students' abilities to identify issues and assumptions, recognise important relationships, make 

correct inferences, evaluate evidence or authority, and deduce conclusions" (p. 743). By 

comparing this definition with Facione's (1990a), it is not difficult to find that all the component 

skills in Tsui's definition can be found in the Delphi Report. The findings of her study suggested 

that writing and rewriting as a form of assignment and class discussion are the two instructional 

methods which may enhance critical thinking abilities of students. With respect to the features of 

the writing assignment which can effectively achieve this purpose, Tsui (2002) suggested that 

assignments requiring students to engage in analysis rather than description in writing are more 

likely to help students exercise their CT abilities. 

Byrne (1994) proposed an interactive approach to learning which aims to help students 

develop both CT skills and attitudes. This approach stresses both the interaction between students 

and knowledge, and between students themselves. Using carefully designed activities, students are 

expected to work together to weigh evidence, discuss possible solutions, and make judgements and 

decisions. Byrne's (1994) activities based upon his interactive theory are only complementary 

parts of subject courses, and require students to use the subject knowledge they have already 

mastered. In other words, Byrne (1994) probably held the same view on the relationship between 

CT and subject knowledge as McPeck, and his proposal is also consistent with Tsui's (2002) 

suggestion on class discussion. Joiner and Jones (2004) tried to evaluate the effect of two different 

communication media, computer-mediated group discussion and face-to-face discussion, on the 

quality of arguments and development of reasoning skills. Unfortunately, they did not find a 

significant improvement in students' argumentative reasoning or a clear difference between the 

two media. The possible reasons for these, as they noted, are the short duration of the session and 

the specific testing method used in the study. 
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On the basis of Bloom's taxonomy of educational objectives, Reichenbach (2001) advocated 

systematic training of CT skills in students. In contrast to Atkinson's (1997) view that CT is the 

natural application of common sense of the people in western cultures, according to Reichenbach 

(2001), students lack CT abilities not because they are not intelligent, but because they have not 

received systematic training in CT skills. Thus, Reichenbach (2001) introduced a variety of 

exercises which require students to use different CT skills. Empirical research findings in this area 

can be found in Sanders et al. 's (1994) study on the effect of training in argumentation on CT of 

students, and Bensley and Haynes's (1995) study on whether CT training facilitates the acquisition 

of a general knowledge of argumentation in students. Sanders et a] (1994) did not find strong 

evidence to support the conclusion that argumentation training could significantly enhance 

students'CT, although subjects did show a slight improvement in detecting weak arguments and in 

arguing effectiveness, and a reduction in verbal aggressiveness. Sanders et al. (1994) 

acknowledged that several factors, such as the sampling of research subjects, the duration of the 

training, and the instruction approaches taken in the study are likely to affect the results. Bensley 

and Haynes (1995), however, achieved a positive effect for CT training on students' argumentative 

writing, especially in using more appropriate argumentative language. However, even though 

students can develop their CT skills by training, theorists such as Byrne and McPeck would doubt 

whether they can transfer the skills they have learned in training to other contexts, as discussed 

earlier in this section. 

Swartz (2004) discovered five literature-supported and one new form of CT by conducting a 

qualitative study of education students through researcher observation, journal entries, and an 

analysis of student work. Three pedagogical practices, collaboration, question-posing, and 

contextualized interaction, were used to elicit data for analysis. Swartz's (2004) theoretical basis of 

her study was a semeiotic approach to CT, which is supported by McPeck's reflective scepticism, 

and was described as the "spirit of inquiry" (p. 46), a sceptical attitude towards existing views, and 

a process of constructing new knowledge. It can be seen that Swartz's (2004) understanding of CT 

was different from that of Ennis and Paul who considered CT to involve solid rules of logic, and 

her findings of six forms of CT cannot be explained by the dichotomy approach of skills and 

dispositions suggested by Ennis (see Ennis's definition above). The five literature-supported forms 

of CT were complexity, flexibility, self-reflection, multiple perspectives, and insightfulness, and 
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the new form was systemic analysis, which "is the critical and interdisciplinary examination and 

evaluation of the structure, organization, and workings of social systems" (S\N-artz, 2004: 55) 

There are two possible problems with Swartz's study. Firstly, the thought-provoking questions 

were assumed to exhibit CT features, but the author did not explain the criteria for designing and 

choosing specific questions and what features were expected in each question. SecondIN, as 

regards the six forms discovered, it is hard to say that one form is distinctively different from the 

other. For instance, Swartz (2004) argued that flexibility requires one to "go beyond what is 

familiar and safe" (p. 51), and "multiple perspectives refer to being sceptical of one's current 

views" (p. 52). It seems that a sceptical attitude is needed in both forms. 

In order to test the impact of interactive videodisc systems (IVS) on the dispositions of CT in 

students, Yeh and Chen (2005) carried out a quantitative study with 126 Taiwanese nursing 

students. CCTDI was used to measure the dispositions towards CT both before and after the 

programme. The findings showed that almost all the dispositions were improved significantly 

except for inquisitiveness, which, as Yeh and Chen (2005) noted, was due to the high scores 

students had already got on inquisitiveness before the programme started. Another interesting 

finding is that older students in the study demonstrated stronger dispositions towards CT than 

younger ones. However, there is a limitation to this study: some details of the research context 

were not explained explicitly, such as how long the programme lasted and whether there were 

other possible factors which were likely to affect the findings, for instance, whether there were 

other new prograrnmes introduced during the research which might facilitate CT in students as 

Nvell. 

Unlike the empirical studies mentioned above, which were mostly undertaken after 2000, 

Dam and Volman's (2004) review of the literature focused mainly on empirical studies conducted 

during the period from 1990 to 2000. According to their literature review, the characteristics of the 

instruction which were found to facilitate CT can be surnmarised as follows: 

I. paying attention to the development of epistemological beliefs of students-, 
promoting active learning; a problem-based curriculum; stimulating interaction 

hctNvccn students-, and learning on the basis of real-life situations" (Dam and Volman, 
2004, p. 10) - 

I'liese results are cleark similar to the above more recent findings. In particular, the pedagogical 
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strategies suggested by the literature review are to encourage collaboration, students' active 

participation, and interaction between students and teachers or between students themselvesq thus, 

resulting in the forms of class discussion, student presentation, and essay writing as means of 

teaching and assessment, rather than multiple choice exams (Dam and Volman, 2004). Part of their 

findings, such as the use of class discussion and essay writing to foster CT in students, are 

consistent with the results of Tsui's (2002) study. In addition, findings in the literature they 

reviewed showed that students engaged in interdisciplinary courses were more likely to 

demonstrate CT. Further, instructors' encouragement and feedback, their attitude towards the 

critical features of students' work also had an impact on CT in students. However, Dam and 

Volman's (2004) literature review also indicated that empirical evidence had not been found to 

guarantee the effectiveness of any specific features stated above. Nevertheless, one point agreed on 

by researchers was that CT skills developed in special CT courses or programmes failed to be 

transferable to other contexts. Therefore, it was suggested that CT instruction can best be 

implemented "in the context of meaningful, rich, domain-specific subject-matter" (Dam and 

Volman, 2004: 10). This finding would appear to be in agreement with the infusion or immersion 

approach to teaching CT stated earlier. Another interesting finding was that certain courses such as 

writing and history were more positively related to students' CT improvement than other courses. 

While the above researchers were concerned about the teaching strategies and techniques 

which are likely to foster CT in students, Mangena and Chabeli (2005) looked at the factors which 

might inhibit CT. They conducted focus group interviews with 19 nursing teachers and students 

from two colleges (probably in South Africa, as the authors were from there and they did not 

mention the location of the colleges in the article). The findings identified the following factors 

which had a negative impact on CT development in students: 

"'educators' lack of knowledge; use of teaching and assessment methods that do not 
facilitate critical thinking of learners; the negative attitudes of educators and their 

resistance to change; inappropriate selection process and poor educational 
background that did not facilitate critical thinking in students; inadequate 

socialisation, cultural and instructional language incompetence" (Mangena and 
Chabeli, 2005: 291). 

Although the exact locations of the two universities were not indicated in the study and therefore it 
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is hard to know the social and cultural background of the study, the results are still ývorth looking 

at, because similar problems are likely to exist in other seemingly different contexts. 

Another study regarding teachers' beliefs about the use of CT activities in class was 

conducted by Torff (2005). He did a cross-sectional study with in-service, pre-service, prospective 

teachers, and non-teacher controls (N=408): 103 in-service teachers who had over three years of 

teaching experience in a secondary school; 101 undergraduate students who had completed an 

education programme but had not yet begun their teaching career; 101 education undergraduates 

who had not begun their education programme; and 103 non-education undergraduates. Results 

showed that the prospective teachers had comparatively stronger beliefs about high-CT activities 

than non-teachers, pre-service or in-service teachers, and the pre-service education did not seem to 

increase teachers' beliefs, but weaken them. In-service education and teaching experience thus 

seemed to have little influence on teachers' beliefs about CT activities. The findings implied that 

pre-service education is perhaps the most important period in which teachers' beliefs about CT 

activities can be strengthened. 

To conclude, the above review of the literature on the CT teaching strategies suggests that CT 

is teachable, and training in CT is important since students do not always develop CT without 

support. Most theorists or researchers acknowledge the importance of interaction and writing in 

the facilitation of CT in students. Moreover, most of them advocate teaching CT within a subject 

area rather than using a specific CT programme. This indicates that in CT training, students' 

familiarity with the context will facilitate the employment of CT skills. However, the 

characteristics of instructional methods and specific teaching strategies or techniques need to be 

tested in terms of their effectiveness in the facilitation of CT in the future. 

4.7 Assessment of critical thinking 

The assessment of CT skills and dispositions has received as much attention as the teaching of CT. 

The discussions in the literature have focused on the general approaches to assessment, as weil as 

the specific issues of reliability and validity. The consensus reached by the Delphi experts suggests 
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four theoretically feasible ways of assessing CT (Facione, 1990a). Firstly, a person's proficiency in 

exercising certain CT skills can be judged by her performance in the activities, procedure or 

process which requires that skill. Another way is to compare the results of exercises using a CT 

skill against certain criteria. A third way is more or less like a think-aloud process, which aims to 

elicit answers from a person by asking certain questions regarding the procedure and judgement to 

which she applies a certain skill. The fourth way is to judge a person's performance in executing a 

task which is regarded as having a strong correlation with the CT skill in question. The consensus 

agreed on by experts also indicates that any single way of assessing CT has its strengths and 

weaknesses. Therefore, a reasonable combination of several ways might generate more reliable 

results. In addition, no matter what assessment approaches or instruments are adopted, content 

validity, construct validity, reliability, and fairness need to be taken into account. 

There have been two general approaches to assessing CT: tests and qualitative data analysis. 

Before the appearance of the CCTST and CCTDI, the two most popular CT testing instruments 

were the Watson-Glazer Critical Thinking Appraisal (WGCTA) and the Cornell Critical Thinking 

Tests (McPeck, 198 1). According to Loo and Thorpe (2005), WGCTA was developed using 

Watson and Glazer's theory of CT and was one of the earliest CT measurement instruments. The 

test comprises five sub-tests which focus on the following five reasoning skills: inference, 

recognition of assumptions, deduction, interpretation, and evaluation of arguments. Dam and 

Volman's (2004) literature review showed that generally the test is reliable and valid. However, 

McPeck (1981) was sceptical about how far tests using multiple choice questions area valid means 

of CT measurement. He claimed that neither Watson and Glaser nor Cornell measure CT at all, 

becaUse first, there are no large differences between these two tests and other common intelligence 

tests, and secondly, the tests are restricted by their formats as valid means of measuring a set of CT 

skills. McPeck (1981) believed that CT is not generalisable and "cannot be reduced to a few 

mechanical decoding skills" (p. 13 1), although authors such as Ennis and Watson and Glazer all 

conceive of CT as basic skills. Therefore, McPeck (1981) advocated qualitative approaches such 

as essay writini.,, as a means of CT assessment. 

In recent years, the CCTST and CCTDI have become more and more POPUlar. especiallý in 

the areas of nursing and pharmacy (lp et al.. 2000. Albert et al., 2002, Yeh, 2002: Tiwari et al., 

200 1, Phillips ct al., 2004; Yeh and Chen, 2005). The biggest advantage of these two tests is that 
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they focus on both the cognitive skills and affective dispositional dimensions of CT (see also 

Section 4.5.8). CCTST comprises 34 questions and five subscales which assess different CT skills: 

analysis, evaluation, inference, deductive reasoning, and inductive reasoning, whereas CCTDI 

contains 75 questions and seven subscales which measure the following characteristic traits of the 

test takers: truth-seeking, open-mindedness, analyticity, systematicity, CT self-confidence, 

inquisitiveness, and cognitive maturity (Phillips et al., 2004). Both CCTST and CCTDI can report 

an overall score and scores for each subscale. The dispositions towards CT measured by CCTDI 

have been found to be significantly correlated with other psychological characteristics such as 

"openness to experience" and "ego-resiliency" (Facione et al., 2005). And according to Facione 

(2006), the CT skills measured by CCTST at college level are highly correlated with students' GPA 

(Grade Point Average). 

Facione et al. (1995) first applied CCTDI empirically to 587 new university students who 

were considered to be academically strong. The mean overall score of these 587 students was 299, 

which meant they exhibited a positive disposition towards CT. And according to the scores for 

each subscale, these students demonstrated positive inclinations towards open-mindedness and 

inquisitiveness, but differed in CT-confidence, analyticity, and cognitive maturity, and exhibited 

negative dispositions towards systernaticity and truth-seeking. These findings, according to 

Facione et al. (1995) could be used as guidance for curriculum design, so as to help students with 

the weak aspects of their affective traits. 

However, the biggest problem with these assessment instruments for CT is that they were 

developed within the American social and cultural background, and a complete elimination of 

social and cultural bias was impossible. The Delphi experts did in fact recognise this problem and 

suggested certain ways to neutralise the effect of these elements, for example, by employing 

different assessment instruments. Nevertheless, there have been few studies on the relationships 

between different instruments, and the impact of cultural and social factors on the CT skills and 

dispositions. 

Another problem with these discipline-neutral assessment instruments, according to Bissell 

and Lemons (2006), is that, because of their independence of discipline knowledge, faculty may 

not realise the importance of CT and consider such tests to be a waste of time. Bissell and Lemons 

(2006) hence designed a new assessment method by combining CT with subject knowledge. The 
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implementation of their creative method on around 150 students found that students developed a 

deeper understanding of CT skills as well as the subject content. Bissell and Lemons (2006) also 

recognised the problem of the transferability of CT skills, and were planning to work with facult. % 

from other disciplines collaboratively. Nevertheless, one possible problem is that it ma), take a 

long time to desi n the questions for this kind of assessment instrument, to test the validity and 91ý 

reliability of the questions, and to promote the new method on a larger scale. 

Several other researchers have adopted qualitative data analysis approaches such as classroom 

observations and interviews (Tsui, 2002), and textual analysis (Stapleton, 2001) to examine CT in 

education. Tsui (2002) conducted a comparative study with four institutions in America, in an 

attempt to identify the patterns of pedagogical practice which might help foster CT in students. 

The main research methods she adopted were classroom observations and interviews. The study 

found that classroom discussion and writing would enhance students' CT, but the author admitted 

that objective or quantitative data could be used to measure CT skills of students, and could help 

explain how certain pedagogical strategies such as class discussion facilitated CT. Perkins and 

Murphy (2006) first generalised indicators and CT procedures by reviewing the CT literature, and 

then used them to code and analyse the transcripts of the online discussions of eight volunteer 

participants on a graduate Education course. The findings showed that this kind of qualitative 

approach could tell how far the participants were engaged in critical thinking. 

4.8 Implications for the research 

I have tried in this chapter to review six areas of CT: history, importance, critiques, definitions, CT 

education, and CT assessment. The review shows that in western countries, CT is consistently 

perceived as an educational ideal, and training in CT at each educational level is regularly 

emphasised. AlthOU"ll theorists disagree on the nature and general isabil ity of CT, most of them 

insist that a comprehensive definition of CT should involve both the cognitive skills component tý 

and the affective dispositions component, and acknowledge the importance of knowledge and a 

reflective thinking process. Most researchers also admit that interaction and writing in trainino in 
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CT are of particular importance. Lastly, they propose primarily two approaches to measuring CT: a 

quantitative approach involving tests, and a qualitative approach involving text analysis, classroom 

observations or interviews. 

The results from the literature review imply that it is possible to gain insight into the CT of 

Chinese students by investigating the training students receive at school or university, especially 

aspects of training such as class discussion and writing. The importance of training in the 

development of CT has also been emphasised by Paton (2005), as noted in Chapter 2. It might be 

interesting to measure the CT of Chinese students using the testing instruments or qualitative 

approaches suggested in the literature. However, as the main testing instruments, such as the 

CCTDI, were designed in western countries, their applicability to Chinese students has not been 

satisfactorily demonstrated, while a qualitative approach seems to be more flexible in this respect. 

A qualitative approach usually requires a working definition of CT to avoid misunderstandings. 

Although a comprehensive definition of CT needs to involve both the skills and dispositions 

dimensions, as discussed above, it is hard for a single study to focus on both components. As a 

result, the present study will primarily focus on the skills dimension. Tsui's (2002) working 

definition of CT offers a useful way forward. However, even her definition, as "students' abilities 

to identify issues and assumptions, recognise important relationships, make correct inferences, 

evaluate evidence or authority, and deduce conclusions" (p. 743), focuses primarily on the key CT 

skills needed for reading, and neglects other skills, such as explanation and self-regulation 

suggested by Facione (2006), which are heavily involved in writing. Combining Tsui's (2002) 

definition and Facione's (2006) theory permits a more adequate list of CT skills applicable to 

reading and writing. The combination results in the following ten skills, which will be used as the 

basic working set of characteristics of CT activities for the present study. 

I. To identify key issues in a text; 

2. To identifv hidden assumptions made by a writer; 

To recognise important relationships between points and between texts; 

To draw inferences from texts (if X happened, this implies Y); 

To evaluate evidence (or authority); 

6. To draw conclusions; 

7. To recoonise a problem or formulate a research question; 
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8. To formulate multiple alternatives for resolving a problem; 

9. To explain clearly the basis for one's comments and the results of one's study; 

10. To reflect on one's own reasoning (E. g., to recognise one's personal bias, to detect and 

correct errors, and to identify the limitations). 

This list of skills has the advantage of being usable with different research methods. For 

example, it can be used in interviews and in analyses of students' writing to see whether they have 

applied these skills and whether the training has included these skills. In classroom observation, 

the focus can be put on class discussion to see whether these skills are used in interaction either 

between the students themselves or between the students and the teacher. 

Notes 

1. Facione et al. (1995: 2) described "affective dispositions" as "a characterological profile, a 

constellation of attitudes, a set of intellectual virtues, or ..., a group of habits of mind", and a 

complete disposition towards CT includes the following seven aspects: "truth-seeking, 

open-mindedness, analyticity, systernaticity, CT-confidence, inquisitiveness, and cognitive 

maturity" 

2. Siegel (2001) explained his "regulative ideal" as the "hoped-for result of inquiry" (p. 582). 

But inquiry or action itself does not guarantee that we will get truth. 

3. As far as "Darwinian naturalism" is concerned, Siegel (2001) stressed that he is a complete 

believer in it and agrees that "human nature is part of nature, and that nothing otherworldly or 

'supernal' is either needed or wanted. " (p. 585). 

4. Hurnean means-ends conception of instrumental rationality, according to Cuypers (2004), 

"implies the heteronomy of practical reason by assigning to it a merely instrumental role at the 

service of the passions (desire, conative attitudes). Desires provide the ends and reason's task 

is to select the most efficient means to achieve those ends, that is, to satisfy those desires. " (p. 

84). 
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Chapter 5 

Study I Methodology 

5.1 Rationale for the research design 

The design of the research as a whole is based on Gorard and Taylor's (2004) view that the nature 

and needs of an investigation determine the selection of appropriate research methods. Basically, 

the research questions emerged first, and then the possible research methods were considered and 

selected, and the processes of sampling and data gathering were designed according to the 

resources available. 

5.1.1 Research aim and research questions 

The literature review in Chapter 2 showed that several recent researchers have focused more on 

what was called the "small culture" of the learning context in which students were situated than 

the "big culture", and staying within this approach there is a need for a further investigation into 

exactly what the impacts are of the training that Chinese students receive at undergraduate level in 

China on their performance of critical thinking in writing at an advanced level in the UK. The 

literature review on academic writing in the UK and in China in 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 in China, and students' application of argumentation 

and critical thinking to academic writing is simply unknown (see Section 3.5). Four key questions 

emerged from the literature reviews: 

RQI What do Chinese students write for their first degrees in China? 

RQ2 What challenges do Chinese graduate students at UK universities encounter in 

academic writing? 

RQ3 How far do they think the\, apply critical thinking to academic writing in the UK? 

RQ4 What impact does the training received at undergraduate level in China have on 
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students' critical thinking in academic writing? 

5.1.2 The use of a mixed-methods strategy 

5.1.2.1 Definition 

A review of the methodologY literature shows that several researchers interpret a mixed-methods 

strategy primarily to mean that both quantitative and qualitative data are included in one study (e. g. 

Creswell, 2003; Collins et aL, 2006; Denscombe, 2007). According to Denscombe (2007), tile 

other two features of a mixed-methods approach are an "explicit focus on the link between 

approaches (Triangulation)" and an "emphasis on practical approaches to research problems 

(Pragmatism)" (p. 108). However, a different opinion was voiced by Gorard and Taylor (2004), 

who argued that, 

We do not mean by combining methods simply that both the qualitative and 

quantitative traditions should be in evidence in any one department, research 
group or project. In fact the identification of separate qualitative and 

quantitative elements within a project can be one of the biggest obstacles to 

their proper integration. Rather, we are referring to work in which different 

forms of data are put together to make a more coherent, rational and rigorous 

whole. (p. 4) 

In addition, they argued that qualitative and quantitative are not the only ways of classifying social 

research methods or approaches, and they suggested that the selection of research methods should 

be dependent on the research questions. However, a comparison of their proposals with 

Denscombe's suggests that they agreed with Denscombe on the importance of triangulation and 

pragmatic features of mixed-methods approaches. 1113 

5.1.2.2 When is a mixed-methods approach appropriate? 

88 



CHAPTER FIVE 

Denscombe (2007) listed five purposes for which a mixed-methods strategy can be used. Firstly, it 

can be used to improve the accuracy of the research, by which he meant that: 1) it serves the 

function of triangulating findings from different methods, 2) it can check on the potential bias in 

any single research method, and 3) it can help develop the research instruments in the next step: 

thus, for instance, interviews can be used to generate questions for a later questionnaire survey. 

Secondly, a mixed-methods approach can be used to provide "a more complete picture" (p. I 10), 

as different methods can provide complementary data, and can tackle an issue from different 

angles. For example, questionnaires can be used to deal with the scale of a question, while 

interviews can be used to provide the detailed insights. Thirdly, as each single method has its 

strengths and weaknesses, a mixed-methods approach can be used to compensate for the 

weaknesses. Fourthly, a mixed-methods approach can be used to develop the analysis, in the sense 

that one method could inform the other, or the new method is used to deal with the issues emerging 

from the previous one. Lastly, one method can help develop sampling in another. For instance, 

findings from a set of interviews can help researchers to determine what samples can usefully be 

included and what should be avoided in a following questionnaire survey. Sometimes, a 

quantitative study can be used as a pilot study to help select participants for a later qualitative 

study. 

Denscombe's second proposal was strongly supported by Arksey and Knight (1999), who 

argued that multiple methods could be used to deal with different issues, for example: 

a questionnaire might be used to get an indication of attitudes, reasoning or 
behaviour in the target group at large and the interviews might be used to explore 

what lay behind the findings of the questionnaire study. (p. 16) 

Creswell (2003) took a slightly different approach from Denscombe, but one fairly close to 

Gorard and Taylor (2004) as regards the integration of the findings from different methods. He 

posed four questions which researchers need to consider when adopting a mixed-methods 

approach: 

1. What is the implementation sequence of the quantitative and qualitative data 

collection in the proposed study? 

given to the quantitative and qualitative data collection 2. What priority will be g 
and analysis? 
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3. At what stage in the research project , N, ill the quantitative and qualitative data 
and findings be integrated? 

4. Will an overall theoretical perspective (e. g., gender. race ethnicity. lifestyle, 

class) be used in the study? (p. 211) 

The first two questions were in fact discussed by Denscombe (2007) in classifying the different 

types of mixed methods design, and researchers can easily combine Denscombe's findim-Ts with L- 
the four questions. 

Gorard and Taylor (2004) pointed out two other situations where a mixed-methods approach 

can be applied. Firstly, it can be used when background theory is not strongly required and the 

purpose of the research is to "generate useable theory" (p. 7). Secondly, it can be adopted when 

social phenomena have "multiple empirical appearances" (p. 7). This implies that different 

methods can be used to look at different aspects of an issue, which is consistent with Denscombe's 

finding that a mixed-methods approach can provide complementary data, as discussed above. 

5.1.2.3 Quality of questionnaire studies 

Denscornbe (2007) argued that questionnaires can be evaluated using four criteria: 1) the amount 

of information relevant to the research topic presented in the questionnaire; 2) the accuracy of the 

information-, 3) the response rate; and 4) the ethical considerations of the researcher. 

Gillham (2000a) described specific strategies which can be used to improve the quality of 

questionnaire studies. According to Gillham, the process of questionnaire design is very important, 

and includes the drafting of the questions and the design of the layout. He suggested that although 

researchers might believe that they are familiar with the context and know what questions they 

need to ask, it is strongly suggested that they check this with the potential respondents. That is, 

the\, need to pilot the questions before they send the questionnaire out. In addition, he suggested 

that open questions should be changed into closed questions when possible by careful piloting and 

design. Finally, if a questionnaire is aimed at collecting data for a large-scale survey. a 

representative sample is required, often through random or probability sampling 
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5.1.2.4 Credibility of interview data 

Denscombe (2007: 202) suggested four "checks" which can be used to increase the credibillt-ý, of 

interview data: 

I "Check the data with other sources. " This means the researcher needs to triangulate 

and check if the findings are consistent with those from other imerviews or from 

other research methods. 

2 "Check the transcript with the informant. " 

3 "Check the plausibility of the data" to see whether the informant is the right person 

who can provide the information the researcher is looking for. 

4 "Look for themes in the transcript(s). " 

In addition to these strategies, Berg (2004) suggested that any interview schedule needs to be 

pre-tested before it is used in the main study. This is strongly supported by Gillham (2000b), who 

pointed out that researchers need to check interview questions and pilot an interview schedule 

before the main study. Gillham (2000b) also considered peer review in data analysis to be a 

necessary step to maintain a high level of objectivity and validity. In addition, the researchers need 

to pay attention to possible researcher effect or bias in interviews, which refers to the influence the 

researcher has on the interviewee's responses (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995). However, in 

relatively structured interviews, this can be largely reduced by setting up the schedule carefully 

before the interviews (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995). Nevertheless, Clark and Schober (1992) 

argued that the wording and the sequence of the questions in structured interviews may cause 

response effect, as the principles people use in ordinary conversation also function in interviews. 

For example, people look for speakers' intentions and the common ground, react to the speaker's 

perspective of speaking, and tend to "interpret successive questions as related in topic" (p. 40). 

I'llis implies that the researcher or interviewer needs to be flexible and context-sensitive when 

using structured interviews. 

5.1.2.5 The use of a mixed-methods approach in the present study 
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As noted above (see Section 5.1.1), four research questions arose from the literature reviews. I 

began by considering how to answer RQI. It seemed to be a portmanteau question covering a 

series of more detailed questions. For example: 

(1) How many words do Chinese students write for their dissertations? 

(2) How many credits do they get from the dissertation? 

(3) How important is the dissertation for their degrees? 

(4) What kind of research do they conduct for their dissertations? 

(5) How do they write their dissertations? 

(6) What kind of training do the universities in China provide for their dissertations? 

(7) Have they written any essays for any course before the dissertation? 

(8) What kind of help do they get from their supervisors? 

(9) What kind of feedback do they get for their dissertations? 

Almost all of these sub-questions appeared to be answerable with fairly concrete information, 

and a questionnaire seemed to be an appropriate way to obtain this information (Bourque and 

Clark, 1994; Gillham, 2000a; Denscombe, 2007). However, these outline questions needed further 

details adding. It was therefore decided to start with a preliminary study focusing on answering 

RQI, using a mixed-methods approach of questionnaire and interview. This would have two 

functions: firstly to gather ideas generally about what students had done and how they reacted to it, 

and secondly, to provide specific information which could be used to construct a more systematic 

questionnaire (Denscombe, 2007). The results of the preliminary study would be used to create the 

main study, involving a more systematic questionnaire focused on RQI. However, questionnaires 

need validating and this argued for follow-up interviews in the main study (Denscombe, 2007), 

and RQs 2,3, and 4 (see Section 5.1.1) also needed answering, but here the anticipated answers 

seemed less elicitable via questionnaires, and thus interviews seemed preferable. It was 

accordingly decided that the main study would adopt a mixed-methods approach of the same form 

as the preliminary study, but with a different underlying logic. The interviews would serve the 

function of checking the validity of the findings and dealing with the issues from the questionnaire 

(Denscombe, 2007), and answering RQs 2-4. Each part would be separately piloted. In particular. 

since the purpose of the study was to examine the influence of training that Chinese students 

receive at undergraduate level in China on their critical thinking in academic writing in the UK, 
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the sampling would be restricted to those Chinese students who had obtained their first degree in 

China, but were studying for a Masters or doctoral degree in the UK. Since the preliminary studý 

was just aimed to gathering ideas, the sample size did not need to be very large, and a size of 

around 15 was felt to be adequate. 

5.2 Preliminary study 

The study was carried out at one of the top 10 universities in the UK in the 2005/6 academic year. 

According to the official website of the University, the total number of registered students from 

Mainland China was 438 in the 2003/4 academic year, among whom 254 were full-time 

postgraduates. Most of these students came to the university having completed their first degree in 

China and expected to achieve a Masters degree in a comparatively shorter period of time than in 

China (i. e. in one rather than two to three years). 

I designed a simple and focused questionnaire (see Appendix 1) for Mainland Chinese 

students who were currently studying at the university for a Masters degree. Questionnaires were 

given out in the second week of the autumn term of the 2005/6 academic year. As it was difficult 

to obtain access to official student data from the university, the potential participants were 

approached through "snowball" sampling from the postgraduate students from two departments, 

the Department of Educational Studies (5 students) and the Department of Management Studies 

(13 students). Altogether 18 students responded. All the respondents had been in the university for 

less than one month, and thus they were still at the stage of adapting to a completely new academic 

environment. In addition, most of them had just obtained their first degrees and their experience of 

writing a Bachelors dissertation was hopefully still "fresh" in their minds. After I had collected all 

completed questionnaires, I chose ten respondents randomly and had a follow-up interview %vith 

each of them individually in the following \veek, with the purpose of eliciting more information 

regarding three questions (9,10 and 12, see Appendix 1), which people had found difficult to 

answer, and on the issue of plagiarism. 

The intenriews also aimed to check the validity of the questionnaires by comparing the oral 
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answers in the interviews with the written answers in the questionnaires. In addition to intervieý%s. 

I adopted two other measures for increasing the validity of the questionnaire. One measure, ýN, as to 

write the questionnaire in Chinese and ask the respondents to answer open questions in Chinese as 

well, so that language would not be a possible obstacle to understanding and answering items; this 

is in line with the suggestion by Birley and Moreland (1998) that one way of improving the 

validity of the questionnaire is to reduce irrelevant factors which may interfere with the process of 

data collecting. Furthermore, before the questionnaire was sent out, it was piloted with t\ýo 

Chinese students from Taiwan following a face-to-face and think-aloud procedure to check 

whether there were ambiguous questions. Following their suggestions, I modified one question 

which might generate inaccurate or insufficient answers. 

The main findings from the preliminary study are discussed separately in Section 6.1. Almost 

all the results involved factual infon-nation which could be put in a more structured questionnaire. 

However, further questions needed to be added to generate more demographical and 

attitude-related data, such as students' age and gender, and attitude towards supervision. In 

addition, some aspects of academic writing, such as assessment, and more details about essay 

writing, such as the length of the essays, which had been overlooked in the preliminary study 

needed to be added and explored in the main study questionnaire. 

5.3 Study I Main study 

5.3.1 Questionnaire 

5.3.1.1 Design and piloting 

On the basis of the findings of the preliminary study, I designed a new questionnaire (see 

Appendix 4) with 28 closed questions, and two open-ended questions regarding essa-, writing, 

experiences. I piloted the questions using face-to-face and think-aloud procedures on two 
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Mainland Chinese students (hereafter, Students A and B) who were taking a Masters degree in the 

Department of Educational Studies at the same university in the UK. The results indicated tliat 

there were very few problems or ambiguous items, and just three points needed minor clarification. 

Student A was not sure whether she could use English for Question 4.1 then made it clear in 

brackets that the respondents could use English for this question. The second change was made to 

Question 11. The original question asked how long the respondent had spent on the dissertation in 

years, months, and days. However, the two students could only remember roughly hoxv many 

months or weeks, but not how many days they had spent, and pointed out that anyway it was rare 

to spend more than one year on a BA dissertation. Taking on board their comments and 

suggestions, I then revised the question by asking for just months and weeks. A final alteration was 

made to Question 29 by adding a sentence in brackets indicating that respondents needed to write 

answers under the question, as Student A suggested that it was a bit abrupt to have an open 

question after all those closed ones. 

5.3.1.2 Sample 

The revised questionnaire was sent out in January 2006 to as many Chinese students as possible at 

the same university through various channels including the researcher's friends, the local Chinese 

students' association, and the tutors of particular courses, such as the MA in TESOL (Teaching 

English to Speakers of Other Languages), on which many Chinese students were studying. The 

sampling frame was students who had obtained their first degrees in Mainland China and were 

pursuing an advanced degree in the social sciences at the university. The reason for excluding 

science and technology students was primarily that the preliminary study had shown that the 

\vritten component of these degree courses was significantly different from that of social sciences, 

and my own educational background in the social sciences limited my ability to conduct research 

into science and technology. The covering letter (see Appendix 4) invited the target students to 

take part, sumniarised the purpose of the study. and reassured them that they would not be 

identified individually and that their responses would be kept confidential. According to the 

universitv website, the total number of Chinese postgraduate students for the 2005'06 acadernic 
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year was 350. However, the website did not reveal the exact number of Chinese students iii each 

department, and thus, as the total number of social science students from Mainland China ýý as not 

clear, it was simply not possible to calculate an accurate response rate. 

Altogether 40 social science students from Mainland China, including the two from the 

piloting, answered the questionnaire, either in hard copy or electronically via email. Although it 

was clearly not ideal to use the data from the two students in the piloting, since the revision of the 

questions were minimal and did not affect the answers to the three items concerned, and since it 

proved extremely difficult to obtain access to other target participants, their completed 

questionnaires were in the event included in the analysis. All data were then analyzed with SPSS 

II for Windows. 

5.3.2 Interviews 

5.3.2.1 Question design and piloting 

The questions in the interviews were divided into two parts: questions in Part A (see Appendix 5) 

were derived from the questionnaire survey, and questions in Part B (see Appendix 6) were 

designed to answer Questions 2,3, and 4 (see Section 5.1.1), on what challenges Chinese students 

studying on postgraduate courses encounter in academic writing at UK universities, how far they 

think the)/ apply critical thinking to it, and how far they felt the training at undergraduate level in 

China has affected their writing in the UK. As critical thinking might mean different things to 

different people, it was necessary to have a working definition of it. The definition established 

earlier (Section 4.8) was used. The interview schedule in Chinese was first trialled with a Chinese 

student who was doing a Masters degree in Economics at the university; she expressed no 

particular difficulties with answering any of the questions, so the schedule was not modified. 
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5.3.2.2 Data collection and analysis 

Invitation letters were sent out along with the questionnaires and those who agreed to be 

interviewed left their contact details at the end. In total, 28 postgraduate students were interviewed 

in June 2006 and audio-recorded with their pennission. At the start of the interviews, the purpose 

of the research was introduced and the strict confidentiality of the study was stressed. 

The recorded data were then transcribed (in Chinese) for analysis. The main analytic method 

and procedure was adapted from Gillham's (2000a) content analysis, which primarily focuses on 

generating categories by repeatedly examining interviewees' answers to a certain question. A 

Chinese Sociology student helped check the consistency of one transcript with the audio file and 

then marked the substantive statements. She did not find any inconsistencies between the transcript 

and the audio file, except for two typing errors. The substantive statements she marked were fairly 

consistent with mine, except that she marked 14 fewer statements than me (I marked 77 and she 

marked 63). As the substantive statements need to be exhaustive (Gillham, 2000a), the original 

statements marked by myself were retained. In addition, although an attempt was made to reduce 

the researcher effect by using structured interviews, it is nevertheless inevitable to some degree in 

face-to-face interviews (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995); 1 accordingly checked four randomly 

chosen copies of transcripts. Altogether three possible researcher biases were identified where I 

had asked a question which might incur a positive answer only. For instance, in the interview with 

Student 03,1 asked a question: "it is easy to pick up problems with research methods in a paper, 

isn't it? ", and the student immediately answered "yes". However, this question could have been 

asked in a more neutral way, for example, "do you think it is easy to pick up problems with 

research methods? " Overall the researcher effect seems to have been minimal and did not pose a 

threat to the further analysis of the data. 

All the categories derived from the transcripts were entered at the top in analysis grids and the 

numerical codes of the interviewees were input down the side. The statements on the original 

transcripts were then assigned to a category, and the relevant interviewees were marked on the grid. 

However, this cross-sectional analysis neglects the relationship between sections, and the context 

where the specific answer comes from. In order to solve this problem, the answers of each 
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interviewee to the different questions were also examined, to look for the relationships between 

them, or in other words, to see whether certain patterns in one set of answers affected or xN ere 

affected by the patterns in another. 

5.4 Research ethics 

There seems to be a conflict between the pursuit of truth and research ethics. According to Bassey 

(1999: p. 73), research ethics includes three things: "respect for democracy, respect for truth and 

respect for persons". However, these three "respects" may clash with each other in real-life 

research. On the one hand, the researcher may claim that in a democratic society, they have the 

right to publish the truth of a story, while on the other hand, the informants may not be willing to 

have their private information revealed (Bassey, 1999). This clash, particularly when informed 

consent is involved, has been discussed by numerous authors (e. g., Punch, 1986; Gregory, 2003; 

Gomm, 2008). Gregory (2003: 47) for example argued that "there will always be situations where 

the demand for consent stands uneasily alongside the commitment to the pursuit of truth". In 

discussions about privacy, confidentiality and covert research, Gomm (2008) raised issues 

regarding the ethicality of research. For example, he asked "how much weight should we place on 

the conduct and how much on the outcomes? " (p. 377), as some research is unethical in its conduct 

but ethical in the outcomes. Even so, Gregory (2003) concluded that the pursuit of truth should not 

serve as an excuse of avoiding informed consent. In fact, "an overriding principle driving research 

should be the getting of consent - fully informed and voluntary" (Gregory, 2003: 65). 

In terms of respect for persons in research, in addition to obtaining informed and voluntary 

consent, researchers also need to protect their informants by keeping a high degree of 

confidential ity and anonymity (Punch, 1986; Gregory, 2003, Berg, 2004; Piper and Simons, 2004). 

According to Berg (2004), in many cases, the two tenns, confidentiality and anonyt-nivy, have been 
II 

rnistakenly seen as synonyms. However, the two terms are different; confidentiality means that the 

researchers need to ensure that the informants are protected by eliminating any elements which 

might reveal their identities, and anonymity just means that the real names of the informants are 
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not shown. He suggested that in most qualitative studies, as the researcher knows the participants, 

anonymity is almost impossible. In order to keep a high degree of confidentiality, Berg (2004) 

suggested that, although pseudonyms can be used to conceal the real names of participants, 

researchers need to be very careful when they describe and discuss the participants and the context 

in the report. 

As far as the relationships between consent, confidentiality, and anonymity are concerned, 

Gregory (2003) argued that they are closely related to each other, in the sense that "consent will 

often not be forthcoming unless confidentiality can be guaranteed", and "confidentiality is best 

assured on the basis of anonymizing the collection of data" (p. 49). 

An important issue raised by Piper and Simons (2004) is the situated nature of ethical issues 

in social research. According to Piper and Simons (2004), researchers need to take into 

consideration the social and political context in ethical practice. This means they need to recognise 

the uniqueness and complexity of the context in which the research is carried out and need to be 

aware of cultural differences as well. 

Considering all these ethical issues, I took a series of strategies in Study 1. Firstly, the 

purpose of the study was introduced in the covering letter (see Appendix 4) of the questionnaire, 

and the confidential and voluntary nature of the study and anonymity were clearly explained. In 

addition, the questionnaire was written in Chinese, so that respondents could understand and 

answer the questions easily in their first language. At the beginning of the interviews, the purpose 

of the study was introduced, the strict confidentiality of the study was emphasised, and permission 

to audio-record the content was asked for. In the report of the findings, pseudonyms have been 

used to hide the identity of the participants and the research site. 
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Chapter 6 

Study 1 Findings and discussion 

6.1 The preliminary study 

6.1.1 Background to the research 

Four related questions arose from the literature review (see Sections 2.5 and 5. LI), and several 

relatively factual sub-questions of RQI (see Section 5.1.2.5). As a result, questionnaire format was 

selected to collect data at this stage. Since there was no existing standardised questionnaire to use, 

a preliminary study using a simple and focused questionnaire was designed and given to 18 

Chinese students who had obtained their first degrees in China but were pursuing an advanced 

degree in the UK. A follow-up interview was conducted with ten of the 18 respondents in order to 

seek more information regarding Questions 9,10, and 12 (see Appendix 1), because these 

questions were found difficult to answer in the questionnaire, and the issue of plagiarism arising 

from the questionnaire. Section 6.1.2 contains the findings and discussion of the study, and the 

implications of them. 

6.1.2 Findings and discussion 

6.1.2.1 Findings from the questionnaire 

In order to make it easier to analyse the data, a table was designed to display the answers. This is 

oiven in Appendix 2 and the comments below are referenced to it. 
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In terms of the students' educational background, the eighteen respondents graduated from 

seventeen different institutes in China, ranging from top universities such as Beijing University of 

Posts and Telecommunications, to those of lower rank such as Dalian Maritime University. This 

finding suggests immediately that the background of the Chinese students who are learning in the 

UK is very complex and it is necessary to exercise caution when making generalisations. 

Fourteen of the eighteen respondents had studied a social science subject for their first degree, 

and three respondents were from Arts and Humanities, while only one was from Science and 

Technology. This result suggested that, although the student answers might reflect some 

characteristics of dissertation writing by social science students, due to the limited sample size, it 

might be inappropriate to draw conclusions regarding dissertation writing in science and 

technology. 

With respect to the topic area of the dissertations, some areas were very broad, perhaps too 

broad for an undergraduate student. For example, Student 0 I's topic was the East Asian economy, 

and Student 02's topic was the French economy. The variation in the length of the dissertations, 

ranging from 3000 words to 20,000 words, echoed the diversity of educational backgrounds of the 

students and the requirements from the institutes or departments. 

However, answers to Questions 5 and 6 showed that, although the dissertation requirements in 

different institutes might vary a great deal, the dissertation was of equal importance to students' 

degrees. Fifteen students' answers to Question 6 could be summed up as "very important and no 

degree without a pass in the dissertation". 

As far as empirical work was concerned, fifteen students' answers to Question 7 were negative. 

Student 09 claimed that he had conducted a questionnaire survey of 20 undergraduate students, 

and Student 14 said he had interviewed several companies. The student from science and 

technology wrote his dissertation on the basis of the software he worked on, along with his 

colleagues in a company. This finding implied that most of the institutes did not require or 

emphasise empirical work for undergraduate dissertations. As the answers to Question 9 indicated, 

most of the students were more interested in writing a literature review than in doing empirical 

research. However, the respondents did not say how the review was conducted, probably due to 

the fact that it was hard to explain this in one or two sentences. As a result, this question could be 

further explored in the follow-up interviews. Interestingly, Student 16 reported that he had written 
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his dissertation primarily by copying other peoples' ideas. This raised the issue of plagiarism 

among the students, which could be further investigated in the interviews. 

With regard to the training in dissertation writing, answers to Question 10 showed that all the 

respondents had either had a specific course on dissertation writing, received guidance from their 

supervisors, or read sample dissertations recommended by the department. However, respondents 

did not explain the content of the training course, which might be worth further exploration. 

As for Question 11, an interesting finding was that twelve students reported having 

experiences of essay writing during their undergraduate study, with the lengths ranging from 1000 

words to 5000 words, either for assessments or for exercises. 

Although each respondent had a supervisor for their dissertation, their attitudes towards the 

supervisor's role in their writing differed, as indicated by the answers to Questions 12 and 13. The 

most frequently (9/18) mentioned phrase was the structure of the dissertation. Other guidance from 

the supervisor related to reading materials, topics, draft editing, grammar, logic, and argumentation. 

There were two extreme cases in the answers to this question. Student 04 claimed that her 

supervisor's guidance was of no use to her, and another student claimed that he had only met his 

supervisor once and came back without any clues about how to write. However, what their 

supervisors had valued and emphasised was not reflected in the written answers, which might be 

explored in the follow-up interviews. 

With respect to the feedback from the department, thirteen respondents declared that they had 

only received a grade or mark. However, eight had obtained oral or written feedback from their 

supervisors, either for each draft or for the final version. One respondent claimed that he had 

written his dissertation by mostly copying other people's words and ideas, but still received a 

"distinguished" mark for it. Although such responses were rare, it nevertheless indicated that in 

China plagiarism still existed and some institutes or departments might not have put much 

emphasis on improving or checking students' academic writing. 

6.1.2.2 Findings from the interviews 

102 



CHAPTER', IX 

I conducted individual follow-up interviews with ten of the questionnaire respondents with the 

purpose of retesting the validity of the questionnaire and obtaining more information regarding 

Questions 9,10 and 12, and the issue of plagiarism. Four interviewees were from the Department 

of Educational Studies and six were from the Department of Management Studies at the Uni\ ersit\. 

Nine interviews were conducted via face-to-face discussion, and one was carried out on the phone. 

Before I arranged the meetings with the interviewees, I designed eight prompts or further questions 

(see Appendix 3) in case that the interviewees dried up or if they diverged onto irrelevant topics. 

Despite the limited sample size and the diversity of the educational backgrounds of the 

interviewees, the following findings are of some interest. 

With respect to the sources of relevant literature, the most frequently mentioned sources were 

the Internet and library. The general procedure of writing agreed on by 15 students who had 

studied a social science or arts subject was as follows: 

0 discussing with the supervisor to decide on the topic of the dissertation; 

0 looking for literature relevant to the topic area; 

0 categorising, summarising, and generalising the literature; 

9 writing up the whole dissertation and discussing the problems arising from the writing 

with the supervisor; 

0 submitting each draft to the supervisor and revising drafts according to the feedback; 

0 submitting the completed dissertation to the department and preparing for oral 

presentation. 

In this common procedure, skills such as originality and critical thinking were scarcely required, as 

Student 12 stated, 

My supervisor told me clearly that I did not need creativity in my dissertation. 

What I needed to do was to understand the theories and the recent developments 

in my area and use them appropriately in my own writing. 

Two students had conducted empirical research for their dissertation, and Student 18 had presented 

in his dissertation the results of a test of the software he had developed with his colleagues. It was 

obvious that Student I 8's experiences were very different from those of the other students. 
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In terms of the structure of the dissertation, all the interviewees had an introduction and 

conclusion in their dissertation, but the main body varied a great deal, due to the fact that people 

wrote on different topics. 

As regards the training provided by the department in dissertation writing, eight interviewees 

stated that the training was mostly related to choosing a topic, the structure and presentation of the 

dissertation and referencing. Just one student mentioned that creativity and relevance to real life 

were required by the department, and one other student mentioned that s/he had been given the 

assessment criteria and been trained how to do oral presentations. 

Three students reported that plagiarism was strictly forbidden in their departments, while five 

claimed that the department had reminded them of plagiarism, but they had classmates who had 

copied a great deal and still survived the assessment, partly due, they said, to the fact that their 

teachers could not identify the plagiarism in their texts. Two students reported that their 

departments had not stressed plagiarism at all, and they had had the freedom to copy whatever they 

liked. 

On the question of the supervisor's comments at tutorial meetings, basically, interviewees' 

answers were consistent with those in the questionnaires. Most of the supervisors were more 

concerned about the structure and topic of the students' dissertations than the content. However, 

four interviewees expressed their gratitude to their supervisors, because their supervisors had given 

them enormous help in every aspect of their writing, including structure, discipline knowledge, 

logic, and language. 

6.1.3 Implications 

The study fulfilled its initial purpose of generating ideas and potential answers/options to the 

questions in the future questionnaire survey. 

The findings showed that there was a great variety in the students' educational backgrounds. 

There Nvas even one Management student who had done a first degree in science and technolo, -, ý. 

and based his dissertation on soffivare design with his colleague, which was clearly different from 

what the other social science students did. As there were marked differences in academic writing 
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between social sciences and science and technology, and my educational background in social 

sciences does not enable me to do detailed research into science and technology, it was decided to 

focus the further studies on the social sciences. 

Almost all the findings were factual information which could be put in a questionnaire. 

However, more questions needed to be added to generate more clemographical and attitude-related 

data. In addition, some aspects of academic writing, such as its assessment, and more details about 

essay writing which were ignored in the preliminary study needed to be added and explored in the 

questionnaire. On the basis of these ideas and findings, a new questionnaire was drafted (see 

Appendix 4), which needed to be tested and revised before it could be sent to more postgraduate 

students whose first degrees in China were related to the humanities or social sciences. 

6.2 The questionnaire survey 

6.2.1 Introduction 

The new questionnaire (see Appendix 4) developed based on the findings of the preliminary study 

(see Section 6.1) was piloted and then sent out in January 2006 to as many Chinese students as 

possible at the same university in the UK (see Section 5.3.1 for the details). Altogether 40 social 

science students from Mainland China responded. The analysis was conducted on the data 

available, and the results below are presented in the order of the items. 

6.2.2 Results and discussion 

The demographic characteristics of the subjects collected included gender, age, months of work 

experience, the subjects of their first and second degrees, and the university where they obtained 

their first degrees. The sample comprised 6 men and 34 women, with a mean age of 24.70 years 
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(SD=3.77) and a range from 22 to 41. Interestingly, almost half of the subjects were 23 years old 

and only six were over 25 (see Table 6.1). This can be explained by the Chinese educational 

system, in which students usually get their first degrees at 22. One hypothesis that could be drawn 

immediately is that most of the students would have little or no work experience before they began 

their postgraduate study in the UK. In fact, this was rapidly confirmed by the question on the 

students' months of work experience: 28 (70%) of the students had no work experience (see Table 

6.2); just 12 (30%) did, and the figure varied between 3 months and 15 years. Most of the students 

(33 of the 40) had only spent approximately four months in the UK by the time of the 

questionnaire study (see Table 6.3). This meant that they had started their study for a Masters 

degree in the UK in October 2005 without a pre-sessional course in English language or English 

academic writing. 

Table 6.1 Study I Questionnaire survey: Age of the participants 
Years Frequency Percent 

22 4 10.0 
23 18 45.0 
24 8 20.0 
25 4 10.0 
28 1 2.5 
29 1 2.5 
30 1 2.5 
31 1 2.5 
35 1 2.5 
41 1 2.5 

. 
Tolal 40 

1 
100.0 

Table 6.2 Study I QUeStionnaire survey Months of work experience 
Frequency Percent 

0 28 70.0 
3 2 5.0 
12 2 5.0 
15 1 2.5 
24 1 2.5 
36 1 2.5 
60 2 5.0 

110 1 2.5 

156 1 2.5 

180 1 2.5 

Total 40 100.0 
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Table 6.3 Study I Questionnaire survey: Months of stay in the UK 
Frequency Percent 

4 33 82.5 
6 1 2.5 

16 2 5.0 

28 1 2.5 

40 3 7.5 

Total 40 1 100.0 

These 40 students were pursuing either a Masters or Doctoral degree in 18 different fields of 

social sciences at a single university in the UK, while their first degrees were obtained from 35 

different universities or colleges in China. This indicated that their educational backgrounds were 

likely to vary markedly, although they were trying to adapt to roughly the same academic culture. 

In order to find out the relationship between the quality of the university in China and students' 

writing experiences at undergraduate level, the overall scores for each university in 2006 were 

used to measure the quality of the universities. The scores used were those given on the website of 

the China University Alumni Association (2006), which is one of the most widely acknowledged 

organizations for ranking and rating universities in China. The scores for the universities 

concerned ranged from 0.08 to 98.34 out of 100, which again indicated that students probably 

differed a great deal. The mean score was 12.91 (SD= 19.66), which was between the scores for the 

44"' and 45"'-ranked universities. 18 universities' fell into the top 100 universities in China, and 20 

universities were outside the top 100. However, it is difficult to draw a sensible conclusion from 

this about the general qualities of the universities at which the students took their first degrees, due 

to the limited sample size of this study. 

In order to find out the differences between English-major students and other social science 

Students, the majors of students' first degrees were categorised into two groups: English and other 

social science. "English majors" covered those majors closely related to the English language, 

Such as English literature, English education, or English language teaching, which usually belong 

to ail English department or a school of foreign languages in a university. The result was that II of 

the 40 students were English-rnaýjors, while 29 were classed as other social science students. The 

results also showed that nine of the II English-major students Nvrote their dissertations in English, 

while 27 of the 29 social science students used Chinese. 
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The length of the dissertation students actually wrote for their first degrees showed an 

enormous range. The dissertations written in English ranged from 3,000 to 10,375 %vords 

(mean=5,988.64, SD=2,211.09), and those in Chinese ranged from 2,768 to 25.000 Chinese 

characters (mean= 11,473.23, SD=5,649.18). The length of dissertation required by the students' 

universities in China ranged from 2,500 to 8,000 English words (mean=5,050, SD=1,553.67) and 

from 3,000 to 20,000 Chinese characters (mean= 10,250, SD=5,145.70) respectively. 

In terms of the time spent on the dissertation, the mean length was 2.95 (SD=1.54) months 

with the longest time at eight months and the shortest at just one month. The Pearson Correlation 

coefficient was 0.043 (p>0.1), which indicated, interestingly, that there was no significant 

association between the time spent on the dissertation and its length. In other words, the students 

did not necessarily spend a longer time in producing longer dissertations. For instance, of the three 

students who wrote more than 20,000 words for their dissertations, two spent three months, but the 

third spent just one month. All the subjects reported that they had to write a dissertation in order to 

get the degree. However, 17 (42.5%) of them did not know the assessment criteria used, even 

though more than half (24) considered the assessment to be "strict" or "very strict" (see Table 6.4). 

Tile reasons underlying this discrepancy are unclear, and provide material for further exploration 

in follow-up interviews. 

Table 6.4 Study I Questionnaire survey: Views on assessment of BA dissertations in China 

Rating Frequency Percent 
Very relaxed 0 

Somewhat relaxed 10.0 

Average 12 30.0 

Strict 21 52.5 

Very strict 3 7.5 
ýotal 40 100.0 

35 of the 40 (87.5%) students reported that they did not know the proportion of students 

whose dissertations failed in their department. This finding implies that most of the Universities 

kept the marking of students' dissertations confidential and students seemed to have no strong 

desire to know, and/or no chance of finding out, the grades of other people's dissertations. 
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Table 6.5 Study I Questionnaire survey: A summary of sources of literature (N=40) 

Options Frequency Percentage(%) 

Library 37 92.5 

The Intemet 29 72.5 

Database 20 50 

Supervisor 12 30 

Bookshop 7 17.5 

Friends 6 15 
Other 0 0 

As regards the approach taken to the dissertation, 31 students conducted only a literature 

review, five students only did a survey, and four did both. This indicated that literature review was 

probably still the most popular way of writing a dissertation for social science and language 

students at undergraduate level in China. Among the 40 students (see Table 6.5 above), the 

descending order of frequency of use of sources of literature for their dissertation was as follows: 

the library, the Internet, databases, their supervisor, bookshops, and friends. From the fact that 37 

students chose the library as one of the main sources of literature, it seemed that the library, rather 

than the Internet or databases, was still the most important study base in the universities. 

According to the frequencies reported by the respondents, the sequence (from the mostly 

frequently reported to the least) of the types of training received from the university or 

departments for dissertation writing was as follows: guidance from the supervisor (33), handbooks 

or emails regarding the requirements of the dissertation (23), guidance provided by the teacher in 

class (11), bibliographies on academic writing (11), reading samples of good dissertations (9), 

Specific Courses on academic writing (8), and one or two lectures on academic writing (8). It is 

clear that the supervisor played an important role in most of the students' writing processes, and 

the quality of student writing was, therefore, likely to be significantly influenced by the supervisor. 

ConseqUently, if supervisors had no awareness of, or did not stress, critical thinking in writing, it 

would be very hard for their students to recognise the importance of critical thinking in writing as 

well. Hence, it can be argued that, other than the training courses for students in academic writing, 

training for university teachers is of equal or even greater importance. In addition, the fact that 

oril eight of the 40 students (20%) reported that they had undergone a specific course on 

academic writing suggested that the universities or departments could have paid more attention to 

tile academic writing of their students. 
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31 (77.5%) of the respondents declared that they were required to state the sources of all the 

references in their dissertation. The reliability of the answers to this sensitive question is worth 

further discussion, because the respondents were not very familiar with the researcher and 

therefore they might hesitate to tell the truth if they had committed plagiarism, especially when 

they had realised the seriousness of plagiarism after a period of study in the UK. To discover the 

truth, other alternative research strategies were needed, such as the use of interviews. 

The question of the awareness of the proportion of students who had plagiarized and got a 

pass or higher did not receive many affirmative answers. Only two students reported that they 

knew the approximate proportions, which were, they said, 30% and 60%. It seems that these 

sensitive questions are better tackled in interviews, on the basis of a good relationship between the 

interviewer and interviewee. 

With respect to meetings with their supervisor (see Table 6.6), 29 (72.5%) of the students 

declared that they had rnet their supervisors irregularly, with a mean frequency of 4.38 (SD=1.90) 

times in total (see Table 6.7), and 8 (20%) students met their supervisors regularly, with four of 

thern meeting their supervisors once every fortnight (see Table 6.8). 

Table 6.6 Study I Ouestionnaire survey: Meetinjzs with dissertation supervisor 
No. of students Percent Valid Percent 

Valid Regularly 8 20.0 20.5 

Not regularly 29 72.5 74.4 

Never 1) 5.0 5.1 

Total 39 97.5 100.0 

Missing 1. 2.5 

Total 
40 1 100.0 1 

Table 6.7 Study I Questionnaire survey: Total number of irregular meetings in the academic year 
N Valid 26 

Missing 3 

Mean 4.38 

Median 4.00 

Mode 3 

Std. Deviation 1.899 

Millin'11.1111 I 

Maximum 1 10 
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Table 6.8 Study I Questionnaire survey: Frequency of regular meetings 
Frequency Percent 

Valid Once a week 1 12.5 

Twice a week 2 25.0 
Once every fortnight 

_ 
4 50.0 

Total 7 87.5 

Missing 11 12.5 

Total 18 100.0 

In addition to face-to-face meetings, the students preferred to communicate with their 

supervisors more via email (27 of 40) and by telephone (24 of 40), than via Instant Messenger (I 

of 40) or handwritten letters or messages (I of 40). Supervisors' guidance mainly focused on the 

establishment of the basic structure of the dissertation (35 of 39), and the topic choice (29 of 39). 

Other aspects of the supervisor's guidance (in descending order of frequency) included: subject 

knowledge (19 of 39), argumentation including critical thinking skills (14 of 39), the bibliography 

(13 of 39), the research methods (12 of 39), sentence structure and grammar (I I of 39), and 

general instructions (4 of 39). This finding suggests that the supervisor's guidance still remained at 

a basic level while more advanced thinking skills such as argumentation and creative thinking 

possibly needed to be stressed more. However, because of the limited sample size, we need to be 

very cautious about drawing the conclusion that the supervisor was the main contributory factor in 

students' lack of critical thinking or power of argumentation, or of other higher-order thinking 

skills in writing. It was interesting that 14 students reported that they had received specific 

guidance on argurnentation and critical thinking. Their understanding of these two concepts and 

the details regarding these two aspects was further investigated in the follow-up interviews. 

Table 6.9 Study I Questionnaire survey: Students' views of their supervisors 
Frequency Percent 

Of no help 0 0 
Not very helpful 2 5.0 

Average -)o 50.0 

Helpful 13 3 15 

Very lielpful 
1 
51 12.5 

Total 1 100.0 

From Table 6.9 above, it can be seen that students' views of their supervisors were not verv 

clear, Nvith half of them declaring that the help they received from their supervisors was only about 
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average, somewhere between positive and negative. Consequently, the issue of what students 

expected from their dissertation supervisors might be explored in the follow-up interviews. 

In terms of the feedback students had received from their dissertation, three kinds of feedback 

were more common than others: oral feedback on each draft from the supervisor, written feedback 

on each draft from the supervisor, and a grade or score from the department (see Table 6.10). Onlý 

five students obtained a written report from the department for their dissertations, ýOich is the 

standard form of feedback in UK universities. The findings suggested that supervisors' feedback 

was almost the only channel through which students could find out about the strengths and 

weaknesses of their writing. However, the content and emphasis of the feedback from the 

supervisor remains unknown and needs to be further investigated. 

Table 6.10 Study I Questionnaire survey: A summary of the feedback received (valid N=39, 

missing N= 1) 
Options Frequency Percent 

(N=40) 
Valid percent 

(N=39) 
The supervisor's oral feedback on each draft 24 60 61.5 
Just a grade or score from the department 22 55 56.4 
The supervisor's written feedback on each draft 20 50 51.3 
There was written feedback, but the students 
couldn't see it 

7 17.5 17.9 

A written report from the department 5 12.5 12.8 
A written report frorn an external examiner 0 0 0 
No feedback 0 0 0 
Other 0 0 0 

Questions 26 to 30 concerned students' essay-writing experiences at undergraduate level in 

China. The result of Question 26 (see Table 6.11) was interesting because only two students 

reported that they had never written any essays during their undergraduate period, whilst 37 

students declared that they either had written essays regularly or irregularly. For those (15 of 37) 

who wrote essays regularly, the average number of essays they wrote each term was 3.60 

(SD=1.24) with the maximum number being six (see Tables 6.12 and 6.13). For those (21 of 37) 

who wrote essays irregularly, the number of essays they wrote for the whole undergraduate period 

ranged from 2 to 15, with a mean of 5.87 (SD=3.689) (see Table 6.14). 
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Table 6.11 Study I Ouestionnaire survey: Exveriences of writiniz essays 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Valid Regular no. for each term 15 37.5 38.5 

Not fixed for each term 22 55.0 56.4 
Never 2 5.0 5.1 
Total 39 97.5 100.0 

Missing 1 1 2.5 1 
Total ko 100 .01 

Table 6.12 Study I Questionnaire survey: No. of essays EACH TERM (by those who wrote essays 
regularly) 

No. of essays Frequency Percent 
Valid 2 3 20.0 

3 5 33.3 
4 3 20.0 
5 3 20.0 
6 1 6.6 
Total 15 100.0 

Missing 0 
.0 ýotal i15 1 100.0 

Table 6.13 Study I Questionnaire survey: No. of essays EACH TERM (Descriptive statistics, for 

those who wrote essays regularly) 
N Valid 15 

Missing 0 
Mean 3.60 
Median 3.00 
Mode 3 
Std. Deviation 1.24 
Minimum 2 

, 
Maximurn 

. 
6 

'Fable 6.14 Study I Questionnaire survey: No. of essays FOR THE DEGREE (Descriptive 

statistics, for those who wrote essays irregularly) 

N Valid 19 

Missing 3 
Mean 5.87 
Median 4.00 
Mode 3 
Std. Deviation 3.69 

M11111111.1111 2 

[Maximum 15 
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The length of the essays the English-major students wrote ranged from 400 to 4,500 English 

words (mean=1,915, SD=1,024-17, Valid N=10) and the essays written by other social science 

students ranged from 800 to 6,000 Chinese characters (mean=3,532, SD=1,323.10, Valid N=25). 

As regards the training in essay writing received from the department (valid N=33), half of the 

students reported that they had received little or no help, while only seven students had obtained 

help with the structure, six with the general requirements, three with originality and critical 

thinking, two with the bibliography, and one student was asked to write on the basis of certain 

models. 

The final question asked about the type of feedback students had received on their essays 

The answers to this question were classified into four categories: score feedback, oral feedback, 

written feedback and no feedback. The frequency order for these four categories was as follows 

(valid N=33): score feedback (25), written feedback (8), no feedback (4), and oral feedback (0). 

Thus it was clear that most of the students were uncertain about the opinions of their teachers 

towards their writing, because a simple score cannot explain the strengths and weaknesses of a 

piece of writing. 

In order to find out the differences and similarities between the writing of English-major 

students and other social science students, the mean length of dissertations were compared. As 

discussed earlier, the mean length of English-major students' dissertations was 5,988.64 English 

words (SD=2,21 1.09), whilst the mean length of the dissertations of other social science students 

was 11,473.23 Chinese characters (SD=5,649.18). A similar analysis was performed on the type of 

subject studied for the first degree and the length of the essays written (see Table 6.15). As 

students wrote their dissertations and essays in different languages and there was no agreed 

criterion on the direct comparison of the word length of Chinese and English texts, the results 

could not prove that English-major students wrote less or more words than other subject students 

tI or their dissertations or essays. 

Table 6.15 Study I Questionnaire survey: Comparison of length of essays (Valid N=35) 

Subject area of first degree Mean No. of students Std. Deviation 

English 1,915.00 10 1,024.17 

Social Science 3,532.00 51 1,32 3.10 

Total 51 
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In addition, a comparison of the mean number of essays written each term and throughout the 

whole degree by English-major students and other social science students (see Tables 6.16 and 

6.17) showed that most (8 of 10) of the English-major students wrote essays irregularly, ývith the 

average number of essays written for the whole degree slightly lower than the number for other 

social science students. In contrast, more than half of the social science students ( 13 of 24) wrote 

essays each term with a mean of 3.85 (SD= 1.14), which was higher than the number for the two 

English-major students. 

Table 6.16 Study I Questionnaire survey: Comparison of the mean number of essays written each 
term by those who wrote regularly 

Subject area of first degree No. of students Mean No. of essays Std. Deviation 
English 2 2.00 

. 00 
Social Science 13 3.85 1.14 
Total 

1 
15 3.60 

1 
1.24 

Table 6.17 Study I Questionnaire survey: Comparison of the number of essays written throughout 
the degree by those who wrote irregularly 

Subject area of first degree No. of students Mean No. of essays Std. Deviation 
English 8 5.63 3.7 
Social Science 

. 
11 

. 
6.05 

1 
3.85 

Fot 
a11 19 1 5.87 1 3.69 

With a hYpothesis that students from better universities might have undertaken more writing 

tasks during their undergraduate period, correlation analysis (two-tailed) was performed between 

tile overall scores for the university and the length of the dissertation, and the length of essays (see 

Table 6.18). The analysis showed that there existed a statistically significant correlation between 

the overal I scores for the university and the length of the dissertation (p=. O 12), but not between the 

overall scores for the University and the length of essays (p=. 10 1 ). Simple regression tests showed 
2 

that better universities or colleges generally required a longer dissertation (R 175 (34), p<. 05). 

This indicated that students graduating from top universities might be expected to perform better 

in writing when they came to the UK to study. However, their actual performance at university in 

the LIK needs to be investigated in the follow-up interviews and linked back to the overall scores 

for their universities in China. 
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Table 6.18 Study I Questionnaire survey: A summary of the correlations 
Pearson Correlation Sig. (2-tailed) 

Overall scores for the university and . 419* 
. 012 

the length of dissertation (Valid N=35) 

verall scores for the university and . 290 
. 101 

the I ength of essays (Valid N=33) 

6.2.3 Conclusion 

This study investigated the writing experiences of a sample of Chinese students at undergraduate 

level in China. The following tentative generalisations can be made: there is a great deal of 

variation in the writing experiences of Chinese students at undergraduate level; most of the 

Chinese postgraduate students studying in the UK are likely to have little or no work experience, 

the supervisor plays a very important role in almost all aspects of dissertation writing, although it 

seems that there exists a discrepancy between students' expectations and the supervisor's guidance; 

English-major students wrote essays slightly less frequently than other social science students, 

however, they did not necessarily write fewer words than other social science students; finally, 

better universities required a longer dissertation. 

Several issues arise from the study and are worth further investigation in the follow-up 

interviews or future study. Firstly, the question of why there was not a significant correlation 

between the length of the dissertation and the time spent on it is well worth exploring. Secondly, 

tile reasons why students considered the assessment to be strict need to be probed further. Thirdly, 

the issue of plagiarism seems better discussed with the students in an interview because it is hard 

to obtain reliable answers using a questionnaire. Fourthly, for those students who had received 

training in argurnentation and critical thinking, the content of the training and their understanding 

of the concepts can be explored in an interview. Fifthly, the students' expectations of their 

supervisors and the focus of feedback frorn the supervisors ought to be looked at as well. 

Furthermore, it would be useful to discuss Nvith the students their performance in academic writing 

in tile UK and their views of the writing experiences both in the UK and in China. Lastly, the 

differences between English-major students and other social science students in academic writing 

could be further examined in future studies. 
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6.3. The interviews: follow-up questions from the questionnaire 

The findings from the interviews were grouped under the same headings and in the same order as 

the questions in the interview outline (see Appendix 5). The results under each heading are 

presented in order of the degree of consensus among the interviewees. Attempts were also made to 

connect different sections and link the results of the interviews with the questionnaire survey. In 

the report, all the participants are coded with Arabic numbers which are the same as in the 

questionnaire. Thus, Participant 02 in the interview, for example, is the second questionnaire 

respondent. 

6.3.1 Time spent on BA dissertation 

Of the eight who claimed that they had spent less than two months on it, five reported that they 

wrote the dissertation by simply copying from published work or from the Internet. As Participant 

12 put it: 

I spent one month on my dissertation. I think that is enough for writing a 
dissertation in China. As you know, to write a dissertation in China you only 
need to find the relevant literature, copy parts from it and arrange them in a 
different order. In fact, you are not expected to have a logical structure, or a 
strong argument, or to make contributions. ... I know some people spent just 

a few days on their dissertations. 

Interviewees 03 and 34 reported that they had spent only about six weeks on their dissertations 

because they had worked really hard by writing all day and all night in those days. Although 

Interviewee 40 had spent less than two months, he claimed that this did not include the time on 

searching for materials and reading, and discussions with his supervisor. These findings could 

possibly explain the question emerging from the questionnaire survey, that there was not a 

significant correlation between the length of the dissertation and the time spent on it (see Section 

6.2.3). 
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6.3.2 Why dissertation assessment was strict 

Of the fifteen students who considered the assessment of their first degree dissertations strict, six 

claimed that this was because their supervisors were very strict. As Participant 35 reported: 

My supervisor read my dissertation for many times. He kept on asking me to 
modify parts of it, and made sure that the dissertation was all right before I 
submitted it. 

Six participants reported that they considered the assessment strict because students' marks 

varied significantly, which indicated, they said, that the markers were genuinely trying to 

distinguish between dissertations, they were serious about the quality of the dissertation and 

appreciated where effort had been spent. 

Five participants regarded the assessment as strict because the questions asked in the oral 

tests were difficult to answer. Three participants thought so because they had been required to do 

some empirical work or experiments for their dissertation, rather than a simple literature review 

which was regarded as an easier task by the teachers in their department. Other reasons included 

being given a detailed format requirement, or a clear and detailed referencing system by the 

department, or else on having their freedom to choose a topic restricted. Interestingly, nobody 

mentioned the assessment criteria, either set by the department or the supervisor. These findings 

probably explained why many respondents had reported in the questionnaire that they considered 

the assessment of dissertation in their department strict or very strict, although they did not know 

the assessment criteria actually used (see Section 6.2.2). 

6.3.3 Reasons for plagiarism in China 

In the questionnaire survey (see Section 6.2.2), most of the respondents (31 of the 40) declared that 

they needed to point out the sources of the literature cited in their dissertations. However, the 

interview results were noticeably different from the questionnaire findings. Only three of the 28 

interviewees reported that plagiarism had been strictly banned in their department, while others 
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reported that plagiarism was common among students. This also confirmed the prediction in the 

questionnaire report that interviewing ýN, as perhaps a preferable method for tackling this sensitive 

issue (see Section 6.2.2). 

The reasons for the prevalence of plagiarism given by the interviewees can be summarised as 

follows. 

A bad "ethos" (a translation of the Chinese word fengqi cited by the interviewees. which 

means the context or the culture of the institution) was the most frequently mentioned reason (14 

of the 28 participants) for the problem of plagiarism in China. As Participant 32 put it: 

It was our tradition. All my roommates including myself just copied paragraphs 
on the Internet and pasted them directly into our own essays. It would be strange 
if you wrote your own words. I think a good ethos is very important. As far as I 
know, other places in China are not better. 

Seven participants claimed that plagiarism was common because there were no clear 

guidelines. A range of other reasons were listed. In order of the frequency they were mentioned 

among participants, these were: 

0 no knowledge about referencing (5), 

0 no strict punishment (5), 

0a lack of independent thinking by students (5), 

0 an exam-oriented education system (5), 

teacher-centred lessons (5), 

0a lack of relevant regulations from the department (4), 

40 no experience or knowledge of academic writing (3), 

0a lack of academic standards (3), 

0a lack of an effective supervision system (3), 

0a lack of attention from the academic staff (3), 

0 the pressure of graduation and employment rate among students (3), 

0a lack of knowledge about plagiarism (2), 

0a lack of measures taken to deal with this issue (2), 

0a lack of effective software tools, and the popularity of - the Internet (2), 

0 the laziness of students thernselves (2), and 
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0 students' lack of critical and systematic thinking (2). 

These reasons are closely related to each other and can be further categorised into two groups: 

external reasons and students' own problems (such as laziness). 

The external reasons are interrelated to each other inasmuch as some of them could have 

affected or included others. For instance, a bad "ethos" could be the result of the interweavin(--Y of 

some or all of the other factors listed above, such as the lack of an effective supervision sý stem, a 

lack of independent thinking in students, a lack of knowledge about plagiarism, and the absence of 

measures taken to deal with this issue. Regulations, an effective supervisory system, and 

appropriate punishment can all be grouped under the category of "measures". Similarly, teachers' 

low expectations were possibly due to their excessive workloads, or lack of effective tools, or to 

the pressure of graduation and the low post-graduation employment rate. Lastly, students' lack of 

independent, critical, or systematic thinking could be markedly affected by an education system 

which emphasised know I edge-ori ented exams rather than academic writing, and teacher-centred 

lessons rather than student-oriented ones. 

The results showed that external reasons were considered to be the dominant ones, since only 

four interviewees cited internal reasons. It is certainly possible that the external reasons cited did 

indeed lead to student misconduct; but it is equally quite possible that students used these social 

SOUrces as excuses. 

Interestingly, there were three quite different responses. Participants 03,17, and 33, who 

obtained their first degrees from different universities in China, reported that the issue of 

plagiarism had been emphasised as much in their departments in China as in the UK, and therefore 

it was not prevalent among the students they knew. 

6.3.4 Understanding of argumentation and critical thinking and teachers' guidance 

Those students who claimed that they had received guidance on argumentation and critical 

thinking in the questionnaire were asked about their understanding of these two concepts and what 

their teachers had emphasised. 
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6.3.4.1 Understanding of critical thinking and argumentation 

14 of the 39 respondents in the questionnaire survey reported they had obtained training in 

argumentation and critical thinking (see Section 6.2.2), and this raised two other questions: what 

had been covered in the training and what their understanding of critical thinking was after it. In 

the interviews, eight participants reported that they had obtained training in critical thinking and 

argumentation before they came to the UK. However, a comparison of the results of the 

questionnaire and the interviews showed that half of the eight interviewees reported in the 

questionnaire that they had not obtained any training in these two areas. This means that answers 

to the same question may vary when different methods are adopted, and therefore a triangulation 

approach using mixed methods seems to be the best solution. In this case, as the interviewees were 

asked face to face to illustrate their experiences and explain their understanding of the concepts, it 

is the results of the interviews that seem to be more trustworthy. 

Of the eight who did claim that they had been taught how to argue or write, five reported that 

having a clear standpoint and citing convincing evidence were the two key components of 

argumentation. Two of the eight mentioned the concepts of induction and deduction as types of 

reasoning. Other aspects of argumentation voiced separately by one of the participants were: 

sufficient and necessary conditions, clear obýjectives, persuasiveness, thinking from both positive 

and negative angles, scepticism, and a holistic approach to looking at an issue. The points 

inentloned by these students concern quite a few aspects of argumentation suggested in the 

literature (see Section 3.2.2). For instance, both Cottrell (1999) and Andrews (2007) emphasised 

the role of reliable evidence in argumentation, and inductive and deductive arguments have been 

explained in Brown and Rutter's (2006) book. In addition, sceptical thinking was regarded by 

Andrews (2007) as a key aspect of a critical approach to argumentation, and by McPeck (198 1) as 

being equivalent to critical thinking. 

6.3.4.2 Source of ideas about argumentation and critical thinking 
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The students' ideas about argumentation or critical thinking came from different sources. Six 

participants said they had benefited from the discussions with their supervisors. Two reported that 

they had taken a Philosophy course which had helped them shape their initial perception ot'logical 

reasoning and covered topics such as induction and deduction. Interesting],,, by referring back to 

the age question in the questionnaire survey, it became clear that both participants were over 35. 

which means that the time when they took the course was over 13 years ago. This could simply be 

a coincidence, as the sample size is limited, but it could also mean that such a useful course only 

existed or was only taught effectively in the past. In contrast, Participant 24 who did a Masters 

course in the UK right after her first degree in China claimed that the Philosophy course she had 

taken in China remained a rote learning course: students simply took notes in class and reported 

what had been memorised in exams. She had not had the chance to apply any theories in practice. 

Participants 35 and 37 mentioned a writing course at undergraduate level in China, which 

concerned certain aspects of argumentation required for writing short texts in English, such as 

those set in the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language). 

There are again a small number of differing responses. Participant 21 claimed that she had 

obtained rough ideas about argumentation as early as primary school: 

As early as when I was in primary school, we were trained how to find the main 

points and evidence in an article in literacy classes. At college, teachers also asked 

us to identify points and evidence via intensive reading. I think this was really 
helpful to my writing. 

Another such response was from Participant 33 who had had a completely different 

experience at undergraduate level in China from the other participants. She was asked to translate 

an English article about critical analysis at the beginning of her BA course in China, and had been 

trained to think and write critically throughout the four years of her course. In addition, her course 

books were bought directly from the US and she had been writing in English ever since. However, 

she reported that the department in which she had studied was not typical of the universitý, as most 

of the teachers in it had learning or teaching experiences in overseas universities - this was not the 

case in other departments. Her supervisor, who was also the head of the department, stressed 

critical thinking very often, as shown in the following story 
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We once went to my supervisor's place to have dinner. We complained that the 
living room was not good. My supervisor then asked us to give reasons. He said 
that we could not just say something was good or bad, but had to give reasons. 

The particular learning experience in China was evidently helpful to the student's 

understanding of critical thinking, as she could explain several key aspects of the concept such as a 

sceptical attitude, a holistic approach, and in particular, evidence. Having had a similar learning 

experience to that needed in the UK had, she felt, shortened the adaptation period after she arrived. 

This student's experience is of particular importance, because if it led to successful adaptation, it 

could be introduced to other departments or universities in China. 

6.3.5 Guidance wanted from supervisor 

The most frequently mentioned (I I out of the 28) aspect of guidance the interviewees expected to 

obtain from their supervisors was suggestions for references, because students were not sure what 

to read or where to find appropriate literature. In the words of Participant 02: 

Before I came to the UK, I did not know that we could have got a reading list 
from our supervisors. This is very important, as we did not know where to 
search for relevant books and therefore had to seek information from the 
Internet. Unfortunately, you know that information on the Internet is not always 
that reliable and authoritative. 

Equally important were the topic choice and the structure of the dissertation (I I of the 28). 11 

participants needed suggestions about the topic because they had been struggling with what to 

write about at the beginning: 

We had a lot of topics to choose from, but we really did not know which we 
should work on. For example, sometimes we found it hard to collect data for a 
topic. We wanted suggestions from our supervisors, as they were supposed to 
be more experienced. (Participant 15) 

In terms of the structure, II interviewees reported that they did not know where to start on a 

topic, whether their main line of argument was reasonable, or what main sections or points needed 

to be included or considered. This is closely related to the argumentation skills required of students, 
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as the outline roughly echoed the reasoning process of argumentation in a dissertation. Five 

interviewees did mention that they wanted guidance on argumentation or logic, as this was not 

emphasised in their normal university courses and they did not know how to argue effectively in 

writing. 

Comparing the above results with those in the questionnaire (see Section 6.2.2), it can be seen 

that students' strongly felt need to have suggestions about a bibliography was not in fact one of the 

most frequently mentioned aspects of supervisory guidance in the questionnaire. The mismatch 

between students' needs and supervisors' guidance may well have led to the negative attitudes of 

some respondents towards their supervisors. 

Four people wished that their supervisors could have given them some suggestions on 

research methods: what for example needed to be paid attention to in designing questionnaires and 

interviews (Participant 03), how to analyze quantitative data (Participant 04), or how to carry out 

experiments (Participant 33). 

Three people reported that they had wanted to obtain some subject-related suggestions from 

their supervisors, as they considered them to be experts in their area. 

Other aspects of guidance which were mentioned by only one or two interviewees included 

receiving prompt feedback being given clear, format instructions, use of language, and having 

access to research sites. 

6.3.6 Reactions to supervisor's feedback 

In answer to this question, all the interviewees reported that they had modified the dissertation 

according to the comments and suggestions ftom their supervisors. 

6.3.7 Impact of supervisor"s feedback 

Interestingly, the answers to Question 6 often indicated the interviewees' attitudes towards the 

supervision. In the interviews, most of the interviewees (15 of the 28) explicitly declared their 
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satisfaction with the guidance they had received, while just seven people claimed that they had not 

obtained much help from their supervisors. Six interviewees did not show any obvious attitude 

towards their supervisors' feedback. However, this finding was not consistent with the responses 

on help from the supervisor in the questionnaire survey (see Section 6.2.2). In the questionnaire, 

20 respondents' views about their supervisor were only about average, somewhere between 

positive and negative, but in the interview, only six people reported a similar attitude. Four of 

these six students' answers were consistent with their report in the questionnaire, while two of 

them were not. This indicated again that the two different elicitation methods did at times generate 

different results. In a multiple-choice questionnaire which is normally completed quickly, it is 

possible that the respondents tend to choose the "average" option without thinking about the 

question carefully, while in an interview, when they are asked to describe what kind of help their 

supervisors have provided, they recall the past experiences and feelings and probably show a 

stronger opinion. 

Several points mentioned by the interviewees which were particularly relevant to 

argumentation and critical thinking were that they had learned: logic (6 of the 28), structure (6), 

how to look at an issue from different perspectives (3) and from a holistic perspective (4), in-depth 

analysis (3), the notion of sufficient and appropriate evidence (2), and the need for a clear 

presentation (2). Two more general but vaguer points cited were that they had learned how to write 

a dissertation (4) and 'ideas' (4). Six people had learned how to track down relevant literature and 

do referencing from their supervisors. Five reported that their English had been improved through 

editing the dissertation according to their supervisors' suggestions, and five other people claimed 

that they had learned how to deal with some less substantive details such as the format of 

dissertation. Surprisingly, only one student had gained some subject knowledge from their 

supervisor and just one learned how to analyse data. 

A ftirther examination of the answers to this question showed that those who were satisfied 

with the guidance from their supervisors had obtained help in areas relevant to argumentation, 

while those who were not satisfied had learned things which were less argument-oriented, such as 

grammar, how to format the dissertation, and how to reference. Here are two typical contrasting 

examples: 
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My supervisor's comments were very important. Sometimes his comments 
seemed to have opened another door for me, where I knew what to do next. And 

sometimes, he pointed out crucial problems of my dissertation. (Participant 09) 

My supervisor only told me how to use some words or phrases, rather than 
about the structure or the content of my dissertation. I did not learn much from 
him. (Participant 30) 

This implies that students do not want their supervision to remain at the level of "simpler" 

things focusing on fonnatting and language use; rather, they want their dissertation writing to 

improve their higher-order thinking skills. 

The three interviewees who reported that plagiarism was not common among students in their 

department in China when answering Question 2 were satisfied with their supervision and had 

learned from their supervisor aspects of argumentation, such as using logic, structuring an 

argument, and presentation skills. Although the sample size is not large, this finding would seem 

to imply that several of the students could have done better if they had obtained appropriate 

training. 

In order to investigate the relationship between the interviewees' satisfaction with supervision 

and several demographic characteristics, comparison analyses were performed. The mean values 

of the three variables, age, months of work, and overall mark of the university, were compared 

against three levels of satisfaction: those who were satisfied, those who were not, and those who 

were neither. 

Table 6.19 showed that there was no marked difference between the mean ages of the three 

grOLIps, althOLIgh the average age of the interviewees who were satisfied was slightly higher. This 

inight indicate that older students tended to be more satisfied with the supervision. 

Tables 6.20 and 6.21 displayed apparent differences of the months of work and overall scores 

for students' old universities in China between the three groups. The interviewees who were 

satisfied Nvith the supervision had longer work experience (Mean = 34.73 months) before they 

came to the UK than those who Nvere not (Mean = 0.43). Those who were neither satisfied nor 

Unsatisfied had ten months' average work experience. It may be that people with longer work 

experience were more likely to consider this issue from the supervisors' perspective and appreciate 

the effort their supervisor had made. Table 6.21 showed that those who were satisfied came from 
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'better' universities in general than the other two groups. This probably means that teachers in 

better universities tended to give students more appropriate help and guidance. 

Table 6.19 Study 1: Age by satisfaction (Valid N= 28) 
Satisfaction with 

supervision 

Mean age of 
students No. of students Std. Deviation 

neither 24.33 6 2.503 
Yes 26.00 15 5.451 
No 23.14 7 

. 690 
Total 24.93 28 4.268 

Table 6.20 Study 1: Lenjzth of work by satisfaction (Valid N= 28) 
Satisfaction with 

supervision 

Mean length of work 
(months) No. of students Std. Deviation 

neither 10.00 6 24.495 
Yes 34.73 15 61.433 
No . 43 7 1.134 
Total 20.86 28 48.059 

Table 6.21 Study 1: Overall score for the university by satisfaction (Valid N= 27) 
Satisfaction with 

supervision 

Mean score for the 

university No. of students Std. Deviation 

neither 10.3483 6 16.07612 
Yes 19.8864 14 26.55547 
No 2.9914 7 3.50443 

Total 13.3867 27 21.42668 

6.4 The interviews - students' experiences in the UK 

6.4.1 Students' satisfaction with their writing in the UK (Question 1) 
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Most of the interviewees' answers to Question I (see Appendix 6) can be categorised into three 

groups: "quite satisfied" (8/28), "about average" (9/28), and "not very satisfied" (7/28). Only one 

interviewee reported that she was "very satisfied" with her performance with writing in the UK, 

and three interviewees did not show any obvious attitude towards this issue. However, II people 

claimed that they had made progress in academic writing while in the UK, albeit after a frustrating 

adaptation period at the beginning, as noted by Interviewee 17: 

I think the writing experience in the UK is also a leaming process. When we 
wrote the first essay, everyone was very nervous and some people even cried. I 
cried as well after I had finished the first essay. Because of the language 
barrier, we could not understand the literature completely, and it was even 
harder for us to write in our own words. But after I had finished my MA 
dissertation, I felt I had made great progress. 

Not only did the students think their English had improved markedly, but 6/28 also thought their 

higher-order thinking skills and self confidence had improved, primarily because of there being a 

culture where evidence and logic were particularly stressed. For instance: 

I feel more confident with my academic writing now. We were trained in 
structuring an argument, and critical thinking. That is, you need to think 
from different angles, and discuss and analyze in a logical way... 
(Interviewee 06) 

Five students felt satisfied with their academic writing because the marks for their essays 

were higher than what they had expected. 

Of those who were less satisfied (16/28), ten mentioned the language barrier again, as 

Interviewee 08 complained: 

The markers all pointed out in their comments that I should have had my 
essays proofread before I submitted them. Grammar is a big problem. 

Other reasons which directly led to students' dissatisfaction with their performance were 

mentioned sporadically by one or two interviewees. For example, Interviewee 03 claimed that she 

had not achieved satisfactory marks because of personal qualities such as laziness. Interviewee 09 

was not satisfied because she could not see the contribution of her work to her area and as a result 

felt depressed. Two interviewees felt particularly aggrieved about what they perceived as very low 
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marks for their essays which was primarily due to the different marking systems between the tx%, o 

countries. In China, 60% or above means a pass, while in UK institutions, students generally only 

need a mark between 35% and 40% to secure a pass. 

Five interviewees showed their dissatisfaction with their leaming experiences in the UK 

when answering Question 7. Three of these students were concerned about the markers' different 

standards in their departments, as they felt some markers tended to give high marks while others 

preferred lower ones. Interviewee 23 is a good example: 

The marker did not give me a good mark for an assignment which I thought 
was quite good, but I obtained a high mark for an essay which I felt awful 
about. I do not know why this happened. But in China, I could always predict 
the results of my work. 

Two interviewees reported that they were disappointed with the 'careless' feedback they had 

obtained from the markers. Interviewee 24 thought that the ratio between the academic staff and 

students in her department was too low, and this had led to insufficient attention by the staff to 

individual students. She reported that her course was a new one at the university, and probably the 

university had not expected so many students in the first year. In addition, she said that most of the 

students on the course were frorn Mainland China. Interestingly, while some students thought that 

they had benefited from the different academic culture in the UK, Interviewee 02 complained that 

she could not understand some aspects of it: 

Here in the UK, students are not encouraged to express their own ideas in 

writing, whereas in China, because our major was management, we normally 

gave some suggestions at the end of a paper. In the UK, I always feel that I am 

reiterating other people's voices... Another difference is that in China, we are 

usually given a direction for assignments, while in the UK, we are often 

required to answer a question in an assignment. 

6.4.2 Strengths and weaknesses of student writing in the UK (Question 2) 
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6.4.2.1 Teachers' perceptions of student writing 

No one aspect of academic writing was highlighted by a majority of the 28 interviewees as beino 

considered by the academic staff in their department to be a strength. Interestingly. seven people 

reported that they had obtained positive feedback on their argumentation from either supervisors 

or markers, and six had obtained positive feedback on the structure of their essays or dissertations. 

Clear presentation was claimed as one of their strengths by five interviewees, on the basis of the 

feedback from their teachers. In addition, four interviewees said that they had been praised 

because they had had a clear standpoint in writing. 

Five people reported that the references had received a good grade on their feedback forms. 

Two interviewees said that most of the positive feedback had been given to the sections where 

they were discussing events or phenomena in China, or relevant to China, as Interviewee 04's 

comment illustrates: 

They (the teachers in the UK) seem to be particularly interested in discussions 

about China, such as the problems with Chinese students, language teaching and 
learning in China, and cultural differences between the two countries. 

Other aspects which were mentioned by only one interviewee as one of their strengths included: 

their empirical research skills, the control of word length, and the topic selection. 

Moving from strengths to weaknesses, half of the interviewees (14 of the 28) claimed that 

language had been mentioned by their teachers as one of the major weaknesses in their writing, 

either affecting their writing style or the readability of their texts, as Interviewee 38 noted: 

My supervisor did not have any problems with my argumentation in my most 

recent essays and the dissertation, but just with some grammatical errors. I 

think language is still a problem. What he understands is sometimes not what I 

mean. If he is not satisfied with a part of my dissertation, I have to explain 

again. 

Although critical thinking was not a weakness mentioned by supervisors, the followin- 
I-) -b 

ýispects which are closely relevant to critical thinking were reported: logic (5 28), conclusion (3), 
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coherence (2), presentation (2), in-depth analysis (2), argumentation (2), thinking from different 

perspectives (2), literature review (1), creativity (1), and data analysis (1). 

Two interviewees complained about the teachers' different marking standards which had 

made them confused about what their strengths and weaknesses were. Thus, 

The first essay feedback said that my presentation was excellent, but the recent 
feedback claimed that it was poor. The content was not good at the beginning, 
but now it has become better. I got different comments for each essay, which 
made me very confused. (Interviewee 24) 

Two students had been told that there were problems with the references in their writing. 

Interviewee 04 reported that she had borrowed ideas from the literature, but was told that she had 

not completely understood them. Interviewee 12 complained that she always obtained low grades 

on references on her feedback form. Unfortunately, she did not know the reasons for the low 

grades. 

6.4.2.2 Students' perceptions of and concerns about their strengths and weaknesses 

In comparison with other aspects which were mentioned by only one or two interviewees, 

structuring an argument or logical thinking, which were relevant to critical thinking, were claimed 

to be one of their strengths by 12 interviewees. As Interviewee 07 noted: 

I think my argumentation is fine, as I pay a lot of attention to whether I have 

enough evidence to support the conclusion. 

Five people pointed out that their performance had been greatly affected by the topic 

involved. For example, Interviewee 02 reported her different feelings towards two modules: 

I have written essays for two modules, one compulsory and one optional. I felt 

confident about the essay for the optional module, as it related to the real life, but I 

was struggling with the compulsory one, because I had problems with 

understanding and writing about the theories written by those experts. 
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This kind of feeling was also reported by Interviewee 04, who claimed that she was more satisfied 

with the sections in which she could relate the theories to real life. 

Interestingly, unlike many other students who had been struggling with academic English, 

two students mentioned language as one of their strengths, as they had not found it a barrier in 

writing. 

With respect to their weaknesses or the aspects which they had been worried about, 12 

interviewees reported that they were not confident with aspects of argumentation or critical 

thinking. The problems included a lack of argument depth, a lack of a personal viewpoint, 

difficulties in finding sufficient evidence, a lack of sceptical thinking, and a lack of knowledge 

about how to use the literature to support the conclusions. A good example of this came from 

Interviewee 32: 

Honestly, my critical thinking is a bit weak. That is, to find appropriate evidence 
to support my conclusion. I read a lot of literature, but found it hard to use other 
people's points to support mine. 

Interestingly, what the interviewees were worried about was not necessarily what their teachers 

considered to be weak. Both Interviewees 12 and 38 reported this phenomenon, for example: 

Although the teachers think that my argumentation line is fine, I find that it is 
really hard and often takes me a long time to draft an outline. But once the 
outline is fixed, I feel that I have done half of the job. (Interviewee 12) 

In addition to argumentation and critical thinking, another aspect which was stressed in 

particular by nine interviewees was again the language: 

I often need to read a concept or theory several times before I can understand it. I 
find it very, very difficult to tell the small differences between certain words. 
(Interviewee 23) 

Three interviewees explicitly claimed that they had been worried about whether they had 

understood the theories, as this would affect their argumentation and conclusions. Two aspects 

which were mentioned by two interviewees were time management and literature sources. In 

addition, two interviewees had been worried that they would not be able to write enough words to 

meet the length requirement, because plagiarism had been strictly forbidden in the UK. In contrast 
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to the widespread incidence of plagiarism in China, as discussed in Section 6.3.3, only Interviewee 

37 pointed out that she was a bit worried about plagiarism because she sometimes could not 

paraphrase properly. The sharp difference between the students' behaviours in the two countries 

implies that students can avoid misconduct as long as appropriate measures have been taken. 

Interviewee 06 pointed out that what he had worried about at the beginning was different 

from what he worried about after nine months of study in the UK. At the beginning, he was more 

worried about the language, but after several months, he began to worry about the content. The 

shift of attention could be possibly due to the improvement in his language proficiency or to the 

student's efforts to meet the requirements of his department. 

6.4.2.3 Strategies adopted to overcome problems 

Leaming through reading was the most frequently mentioned (7/28) strategy which the 

interviewees used to overcome the problems that arose. For example: 

When I first came here, I did not know where to start with writing. Now, I know I 
can read some articles from the online database to see what academic writing is like. 
(Interviewee 03) 

Five interviewees chose to seek help from their tutors when they had problems, especially the 

problem with understanding theories, as described by Interviewee 02: 

The most scaring thing is misunderstanding the theories. That means whatever you 
write about that theory is useless. I think it is best to communicate with the tutors 
before I begin to write. 

Another reason for choosing the tutors rather than one's fellow peer students was that the 

interviewees considered the tutors to be more knowledgeable, and therefore, more trustworthy, as 

noted by Interviewee 06: 

Normally, I do not talk to my classmates when I have problems, because I think it is 

more efficient to talk to the tutors, and I do not know if my classmates are correct 
or not. 
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However, five students did choose to discuss things with their classmates when they had 

problems with writing, especially if they could not obtain help from the tutors, as Interviewee 24 

noted: 

I think my classmates are quite helpful. Sometimes their suggestions can solve big 
problems. I even think they are much more helpful than the tutors. 

Interviewee 07 explained that one reason for the popularity of the communication among 

classmates was the convenience of the internal phone lines, which were free to students. 

Three students stressed practice as a way of solving problems, especially the language 

problem. Interviewee 09 reported that she had tried to cope with the issue of insufficient evidence 

by repeatedly revising the essay on her own. Interviewee 30's strategy was to have a break when 

she could not continue her writing, and sometimes it worked, because she was able to think from a 

new perspective after that. 

6.4.3 Differences between writing in the UK and in China (Question 3) 

Most of the interviewees (26 of the 28) thought that their writing in the UK was significantly 

different from that in China. Their general impression was that the degree to which writing was 

emphasised in the two countries was markedly different. Eight people explicitly expressed this 

feeling that writing assignments were seen as equally important as exams in the UK, whereas in 

China much more emphasis was put on the exams. In particular, interviewees described the 

differences in the following four main aspects of writing between the two countries, which were 

primarily based on their learning experiences. 

Firstly, the regulations on referencing were very different in the two countries. 15 of the 28 

interviewees reported that in the UK they had been trained in referencing and warned about 

plagiarism, while in China, plagiarism was still prevalent among undergraduates, as also discussed 

in Section 6.3.3. A typical comment came from Interviewee 07: 

Here in the UK, you have to point out the sources of the literature you cite in 

your writing, even though you are retelling others' ideas in your own words. But 
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in China, the situation is not very strict, because many students would take it for 
granted that an idea is "mine" after paraphrasing it. This is a big difference. 

This difference had directly led to a change in students' attitudes towards writing after the, 

came to the UK. The main change was that they began to write on their own, instead of copying 

from other sources such as the Intemet, as Interviewee 35 described: 

Before I came to the UK, I did not think it was necessary to turn every word into 

mine. It was fine as long as I proved that I had done some reading. But now, I 
have to write all the 5000 words on my own. It is very scaring. 

Although it might be frustrating at the beginning, the interviewees reported that they had benefited 

from independent thinking and writing, for instance: 

It was our habit to copy texts in China. I was very nervous when I wrote the first 

essay in the UK. But after I had finished writing, I felt very good as I had learned 

a lot through writing. When I started the second essay, I did not want to copy any 
more. (Interviewee 09) 

The different regulations on referencing also changed students writing styles. Four interviewees 

claimed that in China students wrote in a very similar mode, for example, giving similar 

conclusions and similar evidence, while in the UK this was not the case. 

Two interviewees also mentioned the reasons for the prevalence of plagiarism among 

students in China. Interviewee 15 argued that most of the teachers in China were unable to spot 

plagiarism in student writing because of a lack of subject knowledge, but the teachers in the UK 

could easily tell which were students' own words and which were not, as they had read widely in 

their own areas. Interviewee 35 pointed out, in mitigation, that it was very difficult for Chinese 

teachers to read each assignment carefully, as they had hundreds of students. 

Secondly, the interviewees reported that argumentation in the UK was qualitatively different 

fi-om that in China. Ten people declared that they were required to provide reliable evidence 

whenever they made an assertion in the UK, whereas in China this was not emphasised. Eight 

students claimed that a literature review was particularly stressed in the UK as a key source of 

evidence for claims made later. They pointed out that the teachers in the UK were concerned 

about what books or articles had been read, whether students had understood the main points in 

tile literature, and how students used the literature in their argurnentation. As a result, the students 
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had to read a great deal in order to write an essay. In contrast, because most of the exams in China 

were designed based on the knowledge learned in class, teachers were more concerned about how 

much knowledge students had mastered through the lecturing, they said, rather than through 

students' own reading after class. Unlike in the UK, teachers in China did not normally suggest a 

reading list. This kind of academic culture did not encourage the development of good readin, -, 
habits in students. In terms of literature sources, five interviewees stressed that the reliabilit) of 

the literature was very important in the UK, whereas in China, nobody seemed to care about what 

sources the literature came from, and hence the Internet was very popular, as it was quick and 

easily available. 

Five interviewees reported that undergraduate students did not have an opportunity to do 

empirical research in China, while in the UK they were encouraged to do so, to provide evidence 

for their conclusions. 

Eight students also pointed out that logic and critical thinking were more strongly 

emphasised in the UK than in China. An interesting comment to this effect came from Interviewee 

12 

In the UK, you need to know what question you want to solve and what your 
points are. In addition, you need to know what work has been done in the past by 
doing a literature review. Do you agree or disagree with the previous writers? 
Why do you agree or disagree? I think the logic should be very clear here. 
However, in China, the logic in articles is not very clear. Last week, I was trying 
to find some material on the Internet about the management system at 
Macdonald's. I did find many articles in Chinese in which a reform was 
suggested for the management system, but unfortunately, none of them explained 
why or how to reform. I was so frustrated. 

Another difference in argumentation concerned the approaches taken. Three interviewees 

inentioned that problem-solving was more stressed in writing in the UK. The teachers in the UK 

often gave students some questions as the titles for assignments, whereas in China, teachers only 

gave a topic or a general area. 

Thirdly, there were marked differences when it came to languages use in the two countries. 

Interviewces 25 and 27, for example, who had used Chinese when writing in China found it hard 

to write in Friglish in the UK. Apart from any problems relating to a lack of language proficiency, 

they found a difference between the rhetorical patterns in the two languages. For instance, both of 
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them pointed out that in China, people like to introduce a great deal of the background of a study 

before they tell the readers the exact issues which they will attempt to explore, while in the UK, 

they were often required to point out the research questions right at the beginning of the essay, as 

Interviewee 25 described: 

I need to change my thinking mode, because I always think in the Chinese 
style. That is, I do not come to the main points directly. There are a lot of 
redundant words, particularly adjectives to describe a situation, before my 
main points. 

The English-major students also found that their English writing styles were different in the 

UK from those in China. For instance, Interviewee 28 reported that his English teachers in China 

encouraged students to use difficult words and complicated long sentences, while in the UK, 

teachers seemed to prefer shorter and more direct expressions. This was probably due to the 

different focuses of the teachers. For instance, Interviewees 08 and 30 claimed that their teachers 

in China focused more on language use when writing in English, while the subject teachers in the 

UK focused more on the content. Another difference in English writing between the two countries 

was reported by Interviewee 04, that in the UK the words such as T and 'we' were not 

encouraged because they indicated a subjective stance, while in China, this had not been 

particularly addressed. 

Lastly, two interviewees reported a difference between their teachers in the two countries. 

They both claimed that their teachers in the UK were ýmore responsible' than those in China: 

I've got a feeling that teachers here are more responsible, especially old 
professors. They take your assignments seriously and give detailed comments. 
They would be very happy if you made progress. There were writing 
assignments left after class in China as well, but nobody had forced you to 
hand them in. But the teachers would be angry if you did not submit 
assignments in the UK... (Interviewee 10) 

However, other interviewees had different responses. Interviewees 26 and 33 did not find 

there Nvas a big difference between their writing experiences in the two countries. IntervieNvees 09 

and '15 pointed out that it was possible that Masters students were quite different from Bachelors 

students, and therefore it did not make sense to compare their leaming experiences as 

undergraduates in China to their experiences as Masters students here in the t-'K. Interviewee 09, 
Z- 
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who had a Masters degree in China before she came to the UK, indeed reported that her writing 

experience as a Masters student was quite similar to that in the UK. For example, the problem of 

plagiarism had been stressed at her old university in China, and students had to paý attention to the 

argument, as they were required to publish one or two papers in high status domestic journals 

before they obtained their Masters degrees. 

6.4.4 English teachers' approaches to critical thinking (Question 4) 

15 interviewees explicitly reported that their teachers in the UK had mentioned or stressed the 

word 'critical' in class, tutorial meetings, or assignments. Eight students claimed that their UK 

teachers had scarcely or never mentioned the word 'critical', but aspects of critical thinking were 

reflected in everyday teaching and leaming activities, and therefore they might have learned 

critical thinking unconsciously, as Interviewee 15 noted: 

I cannot remember my supervisor saying this word, but after I started my PhD, 
I found that my thinking style had changed... I do not simply accept an idea. I 

want to analyze it and evaluate it... I have become more objective now. 

Five students declared that their teachers had not mentioned the word 'critical' and they had not 

noticed any improvement in critical thinking since they had been in the UK. 

However, as far as the teaching of critical thinking was concerned, only Interviewee 35 

reported that she had actually been taught explicitly how to think critically in writing, and 1 33 

interviewees expressed disappointment that there was no formal training in critical thinking, as 

many of thern had no idea what the concept meant. For instance: 

I never wrote anything which required critical thinking or critical analysis in 
China, and therefore I did not know what the word 'critical' meant at the 
beginning. It was my English classmate who showed me his writing and then I 
discovered what critical analysis was. (Interviewee 34) 

118 



CHAPTER SIX 

6.4.5 Students' (self-reported) understanding of critical thinking (Question 5) 

Without being informed of the definition of critical thinking, the interviewees were asked whether 

they had established an understanding of the concept. Except for four students who did not express 

an opinion on the issue, and one interviewee (04) who clearly said that she had not formulated an 

idea about the concept, the others voiced a range of different views. Eight people reported that 

being critical in writing meant that the writers had their own voices or viewpoints, rather than 

simply repeating other people's ideas. Viewing an issue from different perspectives or being 

open-minded was also considered by eight interviewees as one of the key elements of critical 

thinking, as Interviewee 12 stated: 

The teachers in the UK normally introduce various schools of thought about an 
issue. They do not force you to agree with any one of them... There are no 
absolutely correct or wrong answers. But in Chinese textbooks, there is 

normally only one correct answer to a question and the teachers do not 
introduce other possible answers. 

Seven interviewees pointed out that taking into account both strengths and weaknesses of any 

single solution or idea was crucial to a critical thinker. Using appropriate evidence and evaluating 

other people's points were mentioned respectively by six interviewees as one of the important 

aspects of critical thinking. Being analytic rather than simply descriptive was considered by four 

interviewees to be a key aspect of critical thinking. Other aspects which were mentioned by two or 

thi-ec interviewees included: recommending future development, being objective, being sceptical, 

looking for mistakes in other people's arguments, and logical argumentation. 

A comparison of these findings with the working definition of critical thinking (see Section 

4.8 or Appendix 7) in this study shows that several of the above aspects can be found (or are quite 

sitnilar to points) in the definition. For example. being open-minded is similar to the eighth point, 

'to formulate multiple alternatives for resolving a problem'. And the fifth point, 'to evaluate 

evidence', was raised by six of the interviewees. 

One interesting point Nvas reported by Interviewee 30 that it Nvas hard for her to be critical 

about the pLiblished Nvork in her area: 
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I am easily persuaded by the writer... I have something like a psychological 
barrier when I read published work, because the writers are all experienced 
researchers who have been doing research in their areas for many years, and I 
am just a novice researcher. 

6.4.6 English teachers' approaches to the critical thinking skills on the list (Question 6) 

Students were asked whether their tutors and supervisors in the UK had stressed the CT skills on 

the list shown (see Appendix 7), and in what ways they had stressed the skills. Six interviewees 

reported that all the skills had been mentioned or stressed by their teachers in the UK, but they did 

not explain how each individual skill had been focused on. 22 of the interviewees, however, 

explained what skills were and were not stressed in the UK. The following are the results in order 

of the degree of agreement among the interviewees. 

12 of the 22 students pointed out that the fifth skill on the list, "to evaluate evidence (or 

authority)", had been explicitly stressed by their UK teachers. For instance, Interviewee 19 

claimed that one of the primary objectives of her current course was indeed to help students 

evaluate evidence in research studies, and she was particularly interested in seeking limitations in 

research methods. Interviewees 06 and 21 reported, however, that they considered this point 

important because their teachers always required them to provide sufficient evidence for their 

assertions in writing. 

Skills I (to identify key issues in a text), 6 (to draw conclusions), 7 (to recognise a problem 

or formulate a research question), and 10 (to reflect on one's own reasoning) were respectively 

reported by nine interviewees as the points their UK teachers had mentioned or stressed. 

Eight interviewees deemed that their teachers had emphasised Skill 3 (to recognise important 

relationships between points and between texts), as Interviewee 32 explained: 

Because there is a lack of relationship between the points in my writing, 
my supervisor is sometimes not very happy. 

Seven students reported that Skill 9 (to explain clearly the basis for one's comments and the 

results of one's study) had also been emphasised by teachers in the UK. The comparatively less 

emphasised skills were Skills 2 (to identify hidden assumptions made by a writer) and 4 (to draw 
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inferences from texts), which were mentioned by just five interviewees, and Skill 8 (to fon-nulate 

multiple alternatives for resolving a problem) which was only mentioned by two interviewees. 

In terms of the ways in which these skills were emphasised, nine interviewees reported that 

their subject teachers had mentioned these points either in class or in tutorial meetings. Eight 

students said that some of the skills had been discussed and stressed in their language support 

classes. Four students thought that these skills had not been explicitly stressed, but could be 

reflected indirectly from various aspects of learning and teaching activities. In addition, these 

skills had been discussed or emphasised in classroom presentations and discussions, in guidelines 

about academic writing, in assignment feedback, in research methods classes, and on departmental 

homepages. 

However, six students pointed out that there was a lack of systematic training in these skills, 

as some of them had been mentioned only very occasionally. Interviewee 33 even reported that 

these skills had not been particularly emphasised in their department, as they were considered by 

the teachers to be prerequisite skills for a Masters student, and her British classmates all seemed to 

know already what the skills involved. Disciplinary differences might play a role as well, because 

two economics students claimed that in their department, they were actually encouraged to make 

all relevant assumptions explicit, but this could also be the students' misunderstanding of the word 

6assumptions', as assumptions by definition cannot be made completely explicit. It is possible that 

they confused the meaning of the word 'assumptions' with the word 'conditions'. 

6.4.7 Students' satisfaction with their critical thinking skills (Question 7) 

In answer to this question, nobody claimed that they had definitely used all the skills on the list, 

and neither had they used none of the skills. However, seven students reported that these skills 

were all necessary for academic writing, as Interviewee 06 noted: 

I definitely think these skills are necessary when you are doing a literature 

review or constructing an argument. They are fundamental elements of a 
dissertation and the whole writing process. 
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13 interviewees considered that they had used some or even all of the skills unconsciously. For 

instance, 
I did not realise I had used them before, as I did not know they were 
critical thinking skills. It is something very natural. For example, when I 
write an essay or dissertation, I have to find evidence to support my 
points. (Interviewee 08) 

6.4.8 Critical thinking skills used or not used (Question 8) 

Unexpectedly, Question 14 did not appear to work effectively; interviewees' answers to this 

question were sometimes ambiguous and it was difficult to judge whether they had truly used the 

skill or not, or to what extent they had used it. For instance, Interviewees 08,26, and 37 all 

claimed that they had "more or less" (in Pinyin: duoduoshaoshao) used all the skills. However, the 

phrase "more or less" could not tell to what extent they had used each skill. Although Interviewee 

33 only mentioned some of the skills when answering this question, it seemed that all the other 

skills had been used, according to her answers to other questions. In contrast, as Interviewee 34 

did not mention certain skills, it was possible that she had not used them at all. Therefore, in order 

to avoid ambiguity, I shall focus on the skills which were explicitly mentioned or discussed by the 

interviewees. The results will be reported in order of the skills on the list. 

13 interviewees clearly declared that they had used Skill I on the list, "to identify key issues 

in a text"), while the other 15 students did not report whether they had used it or not. Surprisingly, 

nobody claimed that they had not used the skill. 

For Skill 2, "to identify hidden assumptions made by a writer", four interviewees claimed 

they had used it, but six reported that they had not used it as much as they were supposed to, as 

Interviewee 06 explained: 

It is quite hard to define what hidden assumptions are. Generally, I would 
not bother to think about this issue, probably because I do not think I have 

enough evidence 

Another reason for not using this skill came from Interviewee 28 who claimed that he had not 

realised there was a need to do so. Interviewee 35 explained that the reason that she had not used 
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this skill very much was because she just did extensive rather than intensive reading, due to a lack 

of time. Therefore, she only had time to find out what the writer was talking about and what the 

results and conclusion were. Hidden assumptions were often ignored in her reading. 

Three interviewees reported that they did not know how to use this skill very well, and three 

other interviewees admitted 'up front' that they did not understand the phrase 'hidden 

assumptions'. 

Eight interviewees reported that they had utilized Skill 3, "to recognise important 

relationships between points and between texts", in reading. However, two interviewees claimed 

that it was difficult for them to find out the relationships between points in reading, and three 

students said that they did not understand why one might need the skill. Interestingly, Interviewee 

02 held a different view from the others: 

I sometimes feel that the logic in the articles here is not as clear as that in 
China, probably because I am familiar with and used to the writing styles 
in Chinese. I feel that there is always a clear relationship between points 
and texts in Chinese articles, but here in the UK, the writer sometimes 
turns to a new point which, to me, is not very relevant to the preceding 
one. 

With respect to Skill 4, "to draw inferences", only four interviewees admitted that they had 

used it, while five students reported that they had not used it frequently, and three students 

claimed that they had never heard about the skill before. 

Students' reports of their experiences with Skill 5, "to evaluate evidence", were interesting, 

as 13 interviewees said that they had used this skill in either reading or writing, but three of them 

and eight other students claimed that they had no intention of challenging authorities. As 

Interviewee 21 said: 

It is a key skill in reading, but I think it depends on students' capacities. 
For those very authoritative things, it is very hard for students to 

challenge them. ... When we are reading, we are more likely to accept the 

views of the writers... 

As regards Skill 6, "to draw conclusions", II students claimed that it played an important 

role in academic writing, and therefore they had paid much attention to it. However, two other 

students reported that they had particular difficulties in drawing conclusions. For instance: 

143 



CHAPTER SIX 

I am always unsure which are other people's ideas and which are my own 
conclusions. And I always feel that my conclusions are not very insightful, 
therefore my conclusion section is very short. (Interviewee 32) 

12 students reported that Skill 7, "to recognise a problem or formulate a research question", 

was a very important aspect of academic writing, but two said that they had not paid much 

attention to it, because normally the topics were given in advance for a writing assignment. Two 

other students had found it hard to formulate a research question for their dissertations: 

Interviewee 18 thought so because he was always unsure where to start; while Interviewee 07 was 

worried that a focused topic would make it hard for her to meet the word length requirement: 

My supervisor always thinks that my topic is too broad, but I think it is 
too focused and specific. If he still insists that I need to be focused on a 
smaller issue, I am afraid I cannot write enough words. 

Ten interviewees claimed that they had considered multiple alternatives when solving a 

problem (Skill 8), but four interviewees declared that they had never heard about this skill before. 

Nine students were confident with their ability to explain things (Skill 9), while only two 

students claimed that they had difficulties with explanations or presentations, as sometimes they 

did not know how to report their findings in the dissertation. 

Eight interviewees had paid particular attention to Skill 10 and could reflect on what they had 

written. They reported that they could recognise some limitations in their writing and point out 

future research directions. However, five people declared that they seldom thought the 

argumentation over again after they had finished writing. Interviewee 19 explained why she had 

failed to do so: 

I think about the logic carefully when I am writing. I often go back to the 

sections I have written and do some revisions if I find something wrong. Hence, 

after I have finished, I feel that I do not even want to look at it again. 

Four students deemed that it was very difficult to recognise one's own weaknesses or biases in 

argumentation. Interviewee 18 even claimed that it was harder than detecting weaknesses in other GP 

people's writing. 
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The above findings showed that the interviewees seemed to be more confident with their uses 

of Skills 1,5,6 and 7, than with Skills 2 and 4. A comparison of this finding with the response to 

Question 13 in the questionnaire showed that the skills with which students were satisfied were 

exactly the ones that their teachers had emphasised. This suggests fairly strongly that training had 

in fact played an important role in the students' skill development. Indeed, in answer to the 

question of why they had not used some of the skills, four interviewees reported that there was a 

lack of systematic training in these skills. Other reasons reported by the interviewees included: 

language problems, a lack of subject knowledge, cultural differences, insufficient time, their own 

laziness, different rhetorical patterns between English and Chinese, and a lack of awareness. 

6.4.9 Conclusions and implications 

The interviewees' overall impression of their own performance with writing in the UK varied. 

Some of them were satisfied, primarily because they had made considerable progress in English, 

in higher-order thinking skills, such as critical, argumentative and creative thinking, and in 

self-confidence, while those who were not very satisfied said it was mainly because of the 

language barrier, low exam marks, insufficient attention from the academic staff, and/or personal 

reasons. It was not possible to isolate a set of factors that tutors had seen as strengths applying to 

most or all of the participants, even though argumentation, structure, presentation, standpoints, 

referencing, and the content relating to China had been appreciated by tutors as strengths of some 

of the interviewees. However, language was considered by their teachers to be the weakest aspect 

of all writing, in comparison with aspects of argumentation. Interestingly, logic or argumentation 

was considered by an equal number of the students to be either a strength or a weakness, while 

only about one-third of the students were worried about their language. In order to deal with the 

difficulties they encountered, they either read broadly, sought help from their tutors or classmates, 

or kept on practicing. 

The findings showed that there were significant differences between writing in China and 

writing in the UK. The emphasis put on writing in teaching and learning in the UK was much 

greater than that in China, and clear regulations on referencing and plagiarism had largely affected 
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students' attitudes to, and effort put into, writing in the UK. In addition, the students felt a strong 

need to provide reliable evidence in writing and read widely in the UK, whereas in China, the 

fact-oriented exams were still the main form of assessment. These findings indicated that students' 

learning experiences in China may not have prepared them for advanced study in the UK. This 

raises more questions which are worth further exploration: for example, what the main teaching 

and learning practices are at undergraduate level in China, what kinds of writing are emphasised at 

undergraduate level in China, and to go further into the issue of critical thinking, how well 

students apply CT skills to writing in China. 

Another difference was that teachers in China tended to give only a direction or an area, 

while teachers in the UK normally gave specific questions when assigning essays. Moreover, in 

comparison with Chinese teachers, English teachers were perceived by two students to be more 

responsible and more capable of detecting plagiarism in student writing, partly due to the fact that 

Chinese teachers had more students. What is needed to complement these comments is some 

evidence of the views of Chinese teachers on students' performance with academic writing and 

critical thinking, and the current popular teaching and learning practices at undergraduate level. 

However, despite all these differences, the interviewees also raised the issue of the comparability 

of the two phases of education. That is, the experiences of first degrees in China might not be 

comparable with the experiences of second degrees in the UK. 

Although the interviewees reported that there was no formal training in critical thinking at the 

UK university, the academic staff had mentioned some CT skills explicitly or implicitly in 

teaching, and students' understanding of CT reflected quite a few points on the list of the CT skills 

(see Appendix 7). However, the students reported a reluctance to criticise experts and an 

expectation of having systematic training in CT. There were also disciplinary differences, for 

example, in Economics, there was a much greater expectation that assumptions would be made 

explicit. 

Generally, the interviewees thought that the CT skills on the list were important and 

necessary for their study in the UK, and they had used some or all the skills unconsciously. 

Nevertheless, they were more confident with Skills 1,5,6 and 7, than Skills 2 and 4. The main 

reasons for not using the skills in writing included a lack of training, the language barrier, a lack of 

subject knowledge, cultural differences, insufficient time, and personal reasons such as laziness. 
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Chapter 7 

Study 2 Methodology 

7.1 Aim and research questions 

Several interesting findings and issues from the questionnaire survey (see Section 6.2.3) and the 

interviews in Study I (see Sections 6.3 and 6.4) are worthy of further exploration. One finding was 

that most of the Chinese postgraduate students studying at the UK university had little or no work 

experience. This means that most of the students could not rely on the skills or abilities acquired at 

work, but only those they developed at school or university. Therefore, what students experience, 

and what they learn from the training received, especially at undergraduate level, are crucial to 

their performance in advanced study in the UK. Another finding was that the social science and 

language students had not done much empirical work for their writing at undergraduate level. 

Furthermore, the interviews (see Section 6.4.3) showed that the writing experiences at 

undergraduate level in China were significantly different from those in the UK. For example, 

academic writing was emphasised more at the UK university than at the interviewees' old 

universities in China, and regulations on referencing and argumentation style were markedly 

different as well. In addition, the students felt a strong need to argue with evidence and read 

widely in the UK, whereas in China, fact-oriented exams were still the main form of assessment. 

These findings raised the question of what the focus of the training is at undergraduate level in 

China, what kinds of writing are emphasised at undergraduate level in China, and emphasised the 

need to go further into the issue of critical thinking, and to look at how well Chinese students 

apply CT skills to writing. 

The interviews (see Section 6.4.9) also showed that teachers in the UK were perceived by a 

small proportion of students as being more "responsible" than their counterparts in China. Hence, 

the teachers' views on the current state of teaching and learning activities and particularly about 

writing, at undergraduate level in China, which were not discussed in Study 1, needed to be further 

investigated. 
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Further, the questionnaire survey demonstrated that marked differences existed between 

English-major students and social science students: English-major students wrote notably less, 

both for the final dissertation and for essays at undergraduate level (see Section 6.2.3). This 

finding raised another issue: what factors lie behind the differences between English-major 

students and other social science students in academic writing. 

All these findings indicated that it was necessary to investigate in some depth the training 

Chinese students receive at undergraduate level concerning argumentation and critical thinking in 

writing. Specifically, according to the findings from the first stage, the following questions were 

considered to be worth further research: 

RQ5 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? 

RQIO What factors lie behind the differences between English-major students and other 

social science students in academic writing? 

7.2 The use of a case study 

7.2.1 Definition 

The literature shows that there is no one agreed definition of a case study (Drever, 1995; Bassey, 

1999; Yin, 2003; Berg, 2004; Stark and Torrance, 2004; Denscombe, 2007). The aim of this brief 

review, however, is to elicit the key elements of case study as reflected in the existing literature. 

According to Berg (2004), 

case study methods involve systematically gathering enough information about a 

particular person, social setting, event, or group to permit the researcher to 

148 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

effectively understand how the subject operates or functions. The case study is 
not actually a data gathering technique but a methodological approach that 
incorporates a number of data-gathering measures ... (p. 25 1) 

The key elements addressed in this definition seem to be: 1) an appropriate amount of information 

or data; 2) a single case; and 3) multiple data-gathering measures. 

Yin (2003) tried to provide a technical definition of a case study by starting from its scope: 

A case study is an empirical inquiry that 
40 Investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, 

especially when 
0 The boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident. 

And since in real social research, "the case" is not always distinguishable from its context, he 

further explains that: 

2. The case study inquiry 
Copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be 

many more variables of interest than data points, and as one result 
" Relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge 

in a triangulating fashion, and as another result 
" Benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to 

guide data collection and analysis. (p. 13) 

A comparison of Yin's (2003) definition with Berg's (2004) shows that, in addition to the elements 

or characteristics addressed by Berg, Yin (2003) seemed to be specifically concerned about the 

contemporary nature of the phenomenon, and its real-life context. In addition, he emphasised the 

boundaries of "the case", the triangulating function of diverse evidence, and the need for case 

studies to be theory driven. 

Another definition was provided by Denscombe (2007), who suggested that 

case studies focus on one (or just a few) instances of a particular phenomenon 
with a view to providing an in-depth account of events, relationships, 
experiments or processes occurring in that particular instance. (p. 35) 

He gave five characteristics of case studies which differentiate them from other research 

approaches such as survey research: 
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I- Spotlight on one instance 
2. In-depth study 
3. Focus on relationships and processes 
4. Natural setting 
5. Multiple sources and multiple methods (p. 37) 

It is clear that Denscombe (2007) agreed with Yin (2003) and Berg (2004) on the single case, 

multiple sources of data, and a natural setting (Yin's "real-life context"), but he introduced two 

more features, depth and a focus on relationships and processes. Drever (1995), who emphasised 

this too, suggested that the aim of case studies is not to "cover a whole population and extract 

common factors", rather, they are used to "provide an in-depth picture" (p. 7). 

7.2.2 When is a case study appropriate? 

The literature indicates that case studies are preferred when complex phenomena in real-life 

situations are involved, an in-depth understanding of the phenomena is required, and the 

investigator has little control over the event (see Yin, 2003; Stark and Torrance, 2004: Denscombe, 

2007). However, Yin (2003) and Denscombe (2007) seem to have disagreed on what questions are 

best tackled by case studies. Yin (2003) argued that case studies are good for dealing with "how" 

and "why" questions, but emphasised the value of being theory-driven when it comes to 

generalisation: 

The short answer is that case studies, like experiments, are generalisable to 

theoretical propositions and not to populations or universes. In this sense, the case 

study, like the experiment, does not represent a "sample, " and in doing a case study, 

your goal \\, -ill be to expand and generalise theories (analytic generalisation) and not 
to enumerate frequencies (statistical general isation). (p. 10) 

In contrast, Denscombe (2007) noted that case studies are more commonly used to discover 

information, using inductive logic, but are less frequently used to test theories using deductive 

logic 

Bassey (1999) discussed other situations in which case studies can be used, for example the 
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concepts of an "intrinsic case study" and "instrumental case study" introduced by Stake (1995, 

cited in Bassey, 1999: 29): 

By intrinsic case study he referred to research into a particular situation for its own 
sake and irrespective of outside concerns... By instrumental case study, on the 
other hand, he referred to research into one or more particular situations in order to 
try to understand an outside concern. 

7.2.3 Advantages 

The nature of case studies means they have particular advantages which might not be achievable 

using other research strategies. For instance, case studies can look at the "subtleties and intricacies 

of complex social situations", which are often neglected in survey research (Denscombe, 2007: 45). 

In addition, case studies can focus on only one instance or situation, and this makes them suitable 

for small-scale social research, where one can validate data by using evidence from multiple 

sources (Stark and Torrance, 2004; Denscombe, 2007). Moreover, case studies do not require one 

to have control over an event (Yin, 2003; Denscombe, 2007). Finally, case studies can be used to 

describe, explore, or explain an issue, and can be used to either build theories or test theories (Yin, 

2003; Berg, 2004; Denscombe, 2007). 

7.2.4 Criticisms 

Case studies as a research strategy have been criticised for their low degree of general isabi I ity, 

lack of rigour, ill-defined boundaries of the case in question, and other technical issues. 

Case studies have been criticised for providing little basis for generalisation (Yin, 2003; Berg, 

2004; Stark and Torrance, 2004; Denscombe, 2007). Yin (2003) argued that people make this 

claim mainly because case studies focus on only one case or a few cases and the results cannot be 

expanded on a larger scale. He suggested that the solution to this problem is to borrow ideas from 

experimental studies, which are normally theory-driven and focus on "analytic general isati on", 

rather than "statistical general isation" as in large-scale surveys. 
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Another major concern about the use of case studies in research is their "lack of rigor" (Yin, 

2003: 10), or a lack of objectivity (Berg, 2004). The reason for the criticism, according to Yin, is 

that, unlike with other research approaches, such as surveys and experiments, there are not agreed 

systematic procedures which can be followed in case studies, and therefore there is a lack of 

criteria for judging the quality of the data. In addition, case studies have been blamed for biased 

and ambiguous evidence (Yin, 2003). Moreover, the data in case studies have been criticised for 

being "soft", because case studies often rely on a qualitative interpretation of the process rather 

than on an analytical evaluation of the end results, as in experiments or surveys (Denscombe, 

2007). 

A third concern relates to the fact that the boundaries of the case in question are often unclear. 

It is often difficult for the researcher to decide on what to include and what not, due to the complex 

nature of social research (Stark and Torrance, 2004; Denscombe, 2007). 

Finally, there are technical issues. For example, Denscombe (2007) noted that obtaining 

access to the research site is not always easy, and numerous ethical issues have to be considered. In 

addition, the observer effect needs to be considered, as people being observed may behave 

differently due to the presence of the observer (Denscombe, 2007). Lastly, case studies have been 

criticised for being time-consuming, but this need not be the case if elfficient research techniques 

are adopted and participant observation is avoided (Yin, 2003). 

7.2.5 Trustworthiness in case study research 

Even a cursory review of the literature shows that the conventional evaluation concepts of validity 

and reliability in surveys and experiments are often considered inappropriate for qualitative 

research methods, such as case studies (Guba and Lincoln, 1989; Bassey, 1999; Seale, 1999). Guba 

and Lincoln (1989) argued that the conventional criteria for judging the quality of survey and 

experiment research, such as internal validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity, are 

problematic for qualitative research: 

It is clear that internal validity, which is nothing more than an assessment of the 
degree of isomorphism between a study's findings and the "real" world, cannot 
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have meaning as a criterion in a paradigm that rejects a realist ontology... External 
validity, a concept that embodies the very essence of general isabi I ity, likewise can 
have little meaning if the "realities" to which one might wish to generalise exist in 
different forms in different minds, depending on different encountered 
circumstances and history, based on different experiences, interpreted within 
different value systems. Reliability is essentially an assessment of stability - of the 
phenomena being assessed and of the instruments used to assess them. Ordinarily it 
is assumed that phenomena are unchanging (at least in the short haul), so that any 
instrument that assesses them ought, on replicated readings, to provide essentially 
the same assessment (otherwise it is judged unreliable). But if the phenomenon can 
also change - and change is central to the growth and refinement of constructions - 
then reliability is useless as a goodness criterion. (p. 236. ) 

Instead, they suggested a set of parallel criteria and a series of strategies to build the 

"trustworthiness" of qualitative research. To replace the four conventional criteria, they suggested 

four parallel criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. According to 

Guba and Lincoln (1989: 237), the focus of credibility is to establish a "match between the 

constructed realities of respondents (or stakeholders) and those realities as represented by the 

evaluator and attributed to various stakeholders". It is important to clarify that what Guba and 

Lincoln meant by the "evaluator" here is the researcher, rather than the readers. The strategies 

which can be used to increase the degree of this isomorphism are: 1) "prolonged engagement"; 2) 

"persistent observation"; 3) "peer debriefing"; 4) "negative case analysis": "developing and 

refining a given hypothesis (or set of them) until it accounts for all known cases"; 5) "progressive 

subjectivity: the progress of monitoring the evaluator's (or inquirer's) own developing 

construction"; and 6) "member checks": checking the data with respondents (Guba and Lincoln, 

1989: 237). 

By transferability, Guba and Lincoln (1989) meant "the degree of similarity between sending 

and receiving context" (p. 241). They suggested that in naturalistic research, it is the reader's 

responsibility to compare the context in which the study is conducted (the sending context) with 

their own context (the receiving context), while conventional generalisability implies that the 

inquirer takes the responsibility for making sure that their findings are generalisable to a broader 

population. They then argued that unlike generalisability in positivist approaches which is 

considered absolute, this transferability is always relative. In order to help readers to judge the 

degree of transferability, they suggested that a "thick description" of the context is needed in 

153 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

naturalistic studies. 

By dependability, Guba and Lincoln (1989) meant "the stability of the data over time" (p. 

242). However, unlike conventional inquiry in which any changes in the research methods would 

lead to a suspicion of the unreliability of the study, naturalistic studies would see the changes as 

("expected products of an emergent design dedicated to increasingly sophisticated constructions" (p. 

242). They argued that these changes are not dangerous, but the "hallmarks of a maturing - and 

successful - inquiry" (p. 242). However, these changes need to be "both tracked and trackable", 

and thus a "dependability audit" is required (Guba and Lincoln, 1989: 242). 

The confirmability suggested by Guba and Lincoln (1989) is parallel to conventional 

objectivity. It deals with the issue of investigator biases, in the sense that the data, analysis, and 

findings should only reflect the context and people, without the influence of the investigator. 

Unlike the conventional paradigm which assumes that the investigator could avoid biases by using 

appropriate methods, the constructivist approach emphasises the data. That is, "the data 

(constructions, assertions, facts, and so on) can be tracked to their sources" (p. 243). In order to 

achieve this, they proposed a confirmability audit, which means that the "raw data" and the 

process of data analysis can "be inspected and confirmed by outside reviewers" (Guba and Lincoln, 

1989: 243). 

Guba and Lincoln's (1989) suggestion of the "trustworthiness" of naturalistic studies was 

strongly supported by Seale (1999) who argued that although traditional methodological criteria 

could help qualitative researchers develop "methodological awareness", the parallel criteria 

suggested by Guba and Lincoln are more practical to researchers. Bassey (1999) also agreed with 

Guba and Lincoln on their rejection of the concepts of reliability and validity for case studies. On 

the basis of Guba. and Lincoln's theory, Bassey (1999) developed eight questions at four research 

stages of a case study, which can help researchers to establish the "trustworthiness" of the studies 

at each stage; these are reproduced in Figure 7.1. Since they are fairly practical and answerable, I 

will use them in Study 2. 
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Figure 7.1 Bassey's questions for building trustworthiness 

At the third stage: collection of raw data 
I Has there been prolonged engagement with data sources? 
2 Has there been persistent observation of emerging issues? 
3 Have raw data been adequately checked with their sources? 

At the fourth stage: analysis of raw data 
4 Has there been sufficient triangulation of raw data leading to analytical statements? 

At the fifth stage: interpretation of analytical statements 
5 Has the working hypothesis, or evaluation, or emerging story been systematically tested 

against the analytical statements? 
6 Has a critical friend thoroughly tried to challenge the findings? 

At the sixth and seventh stages: reporting of the research 
7 Is the account of the research sufficiently detailed to give the reader confidence in the 

findings? 

8 Does the case record provide an adequate audit trail? 

Source: Bassey (1999: 75) 

7.2.6 The appropriateness of a case study approach to the present research 

As discussed in Section 7.1, findings from the first stage indicated the need for an intensive look at 

the training Chinese students receive at undergraduate level concerning the use of critical thinking 

in writing, and raised six new questions. It was then decided that a second study was necessary to 

investigate the issues arising from the first stage. Since the training that students receive at 

undergraduate level in China is a complex phenomenon, involving real-life situations, where the 

investigator normally has little control over the event, a case study approach seemed to be an 

appropriate solution to adopt (see Yin, 2003; Stark and Torrance, 2004; Denscome, 2007, also see 

Section 7.2.2). Moreover, a case study was considered feasible because it would be possible to 

obtain in-depth data, and different research methods could be used to obtain a fuller 

comprehension of the situations (see Yin, 2003, Stark and Torrance, 2004). 

In order to further understand the differences between English-major students and social 
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science students, it would be necessary to involve both groups in the study. Therefore, it was 

decided that the study sites would be situated in an English department and a social science 

department. 

The study was expected to be an "instrumental case" study, to use Stake's (1995) 

classification, as it would be used to "understand an outside concern" (p. 3), in that it is used to 

understand something else, for example a general research question, rather than the case itself In 

terms of the general isabi I ity, it was expected that the findings from this case could "Illuminate" 

readers if they found that the case was similar to the context in which they were located or one 

with which they were familiar (Guba and Lincoln, 1989). 

In particular, in order to answer the questions arising from the first stage (see Section 7.1 ), the 

following research instruments commonly used in a case study could be adopted: interviews, 

classroom observations, and documents (Bassey, 1999). Interviews were used because they are 

very flexible research instruments (Drever, 1995), and in comparison with questionnaires, they are 

generally considered as more appropriate for broaching complex and sensitive questions, as well 

as being useful for gaining in depth insights into issues (Gillham, 2000b; Denscombe, 2007). The 

research questions emerging from Study I (see Section 7.1) were indeed both complex and 

sensitive, and needed intensive investigation, and thus interviews seemed to be a better option than 

questionnaires. However, as with questionnaires, since the information is "indirect" and "filtered 

through the view of interviewees" (Creswell, 2003: 187), the data may still be inaccurate, some 

people may not be able to accurately recall the event, and others may not "know themselves" very 

well (Gillham, 2000b). Moreover, the interviewees may not be "equally articulate and perceptive" 

(Cres\N, ell, 2003: 187). In order to compensate for the weaknesses of interviews, it was felt that 

classroom observations and student writing samples should also be used as complementary data 

Sources. Observation is used when the researcher wants to have first-hand information in a natural 

setting, by observing what is really going on, rather than by listening to what people say (Creswell, 
I 

2003-, Yin, 2003, Denscornbe, 2007). In this study, three of the research questions, Questions 8,9, 

and 10 (see Section 7.1 ), could be investigated by classroom observations. However. classroom 

observations could not deal with Question 6, which seemed to be better tackled by directly 

observing students' performance in their writing samples. 
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7.3 The pilot study 

In order to obtain insights into the research questions and test the usefulness and accuracy ot I 

research instruments and procedures, a pilot and exploratory study was conducted in April 2006 in 

China, in the second semester of the 05/06 academic year. 

7.3.1 Research site 

The study was carried out in a "better" university in Beijing in China. The reasons for selecting 

this university as the research site were, firstly, it was a place where I had friends and therefore it 

was easier to obtain adequate access to staff and students, and secondly, this university was one of 

the top 100 universities in China, and therefore was roughly equivalent to the university in the UK 

where Study I was conducted, and might be expected to represent good practice in Chinese terms. 

According to the official website of the university, the total number of students who enrolled in the 

2005/06 academic year was around 39,000, including 2,700 doctoral students, 6,800 Masters 

students, 14,300 full-time undergraduates, 3,400 part-time undergraduates, 11,800 students on 

online courses, and 370 overseas students. The university had 23 departments and schools, and 

over 3200 staff, either academic or administrative. 

In order to find any differences between English-major students and social science students, 

the study was carried out in the Department of Foreign Languages and the Department of 

International Trade and Finance in the School of Economics and Management. The School of 

Econornics and Management was chosen because the findings from Study I indicated that there 

wiis a high proportion of Chinese students in management studies at the UK university (see 

Section 6.4.1 ). 

7.3.2 Ethical considerations 

The research pUrpose was explained to all the potential participants. and confidential ity and 
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anonymity were emphasised. Further, the voluntary nature of participation was addressed. After 

obtaining the oral permission of the participants, all the interviews were audio-taped and 

transcribed. Permission was also obtained from the tutors of the classes which I observed, and 

from the student writers of the assignments. 

7.3.3 Data collection 

7.3.3.1 Interviews 

In order to explore the questions emerging from Study I (see Section 7.1), an interview schedule 

was designed (see Appendix 8). According to Collins et al. (2006), the minimum number of 

participants in a case study should be three to five. However, since this was only a pilot and 

exploratory study, the sample could afford to be small. Altogether, two third-year English-major 

students, two fourth-year Finance students, two members of the academic staff from the 

Department of Foreign Languages, and one member of the academic staff from the Department of 

International Trade and Finance were interviewed. All the face-to-face interviews were conducted 

on the campus, in a staff office, in a quiet classroom, or in a quiet garden. In such a familiar 

environment, it proved easy to establish a relaxed relationship between the interviewer and 

interviewees. All the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis. Two transcripts 

were given back to the interview participants to double-check the accuracy of the data. 

The interviews with the students ranged from 30 minutes to 53 minutes; the interviews with 

the two third-year English students were conducted individually, while the two fourth-year Finance 

students were interviewed together, for reasons of time. Because there were only one male and one 

female students from either department, the codes for them were simply ME (for male English 

student), FE (for female English student), MF (for male Finance student), and FF (for female 

Finance student), rather than a letter and a number. In order to explore the differences between the 

more able and less able students, the two English students were specifically chosen by their tutor 

with the girl considered much better academically than the boy. The interview questions (see 
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Appendix 8) concerned four sub-topics: general writing experience, critical thinking, training for 
I 

writing, and plagiarism. 

The interviews with the three teachers (see Appendix 9 for the outline) lasted from 15 minutes 

to 21 minutes. The three teachers included one female teacher from the Department of 

International Trade and Finance, and two male teachers from the Department of Foreign 

Languages. The interviews with the two teachers from the Department of Foreign Languages were 

conducted after the observation of one of their classes. 

Several questions were discussed both with the students and with the teachers (see 

Appendices 8 and 9), such as their perception of good writing, understanding of the term critical 

thinking, the main problems/difficulties in student writing, and the issue of plagiarism. Therefore, 

the answers to these four questions by the students and the teachers can be compared and 

contrasted to locate similarities and differences. Comparisons could also be made between the 

answers of the English students and the Economics students, and between the teachers from the 

two departments. 

7.3.3.2 Classroom observations 

Two direct classroom observations were performed in the Department of Foreign Languages; 

unfortunately, it proved impossible to observe classes in the Department of International Trade and 

Finance. Both classroom observations lasted around 50 minutes. One class was run by an 

American teacher and one by a Chinese teacher. The English Writing course run by the American 

teacher was designed for third-year students in the department, while the Academic Writing course 

run by the Chinese teacher was a compulsory course for fourth-year students. 30 students attended 

the English Writing course and only seven students attended the Academic Writing course. 

According, to Tsui (2002), classroom discussion is a kind of instructional method which is likely to 

improve students' critical thinking abilities. Hence, field notes were taken during the observations 

\vith specific attention paid to the classroom activities and interaction either between the students 

themselves, or between the students and the teacher. 

In addition to the interview questions in Appendix 9, several post-observation qucstions were 
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discussed with the two teachers at the beginning of the interviews, in order to find out the teacher's 

general views of the class being observed. In particular, the two teachers were asked the following 

questions which were borrowed from the Center for Instructional Development and Research at 

the University of Washington (2005): "Was this a typical class? "; "Do you think the class went 

well or not? "; and "Do you think you achieved your goals? ". Problems identified in classroom 

observation, such as the markedly small number of the attendees in the Chinese teacher's class, 

were discussed with the teacher concemed. 

7.3.3.3 Student writing samples 

Three student assignments for the English Writing Course, which were considered by the tutor to 

be relatively excellent, good, and satisfactory, were collected from the Department of Foreign 

Languages. A similar set of three student writing samples was also collected from the Department 

of International Trade and Finance. These were written as a term essay for the Finance Course by 

third-Year undergraduates. 

7.3.4 Data analysis 

The main data analysis strategy adopted for the interviews in this study was derived from 

Gillham's (2000b) content analysis and Creswell's (2003) suggestions on how to analyze 

qualitative data. All the interview transcripts were read through before the detailed analysis to 

obtain an overall impression of the whole body of information, and occasional thoughts were 

written in the margins of the transcripts. As both Creswell (2003) and Hughes (1994) have noted, 

data analysis is a continuing process that starts from data collecting. Researchers can note down 

their thoughts when they are collecting data as well, and this is likely to foster the in-depth 

analysis of the data in the future. In terms of the analysis of the sample essays, Andrews's (2007) 

principles of argumentation and aspects of the critical approach, in combination with the critical 
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thinking skills in academic writing derived from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002) (see Appendix 

10), were adopted. 
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Chapter 8 

Study 2: Findings and discussion of the pilot study 

8.1 Introduction 

The purpose of conducting this pilot and exploratory study was to obtain insights into the research 

questions arising from Study I (see Section 7.1) and to provide suggestions about further 

modification to the research methods proposed in Chapter 7. The chapter starts with the findings. 

Although the sample size was limited and the participants differed, it was still worth looking for 

the patterns in their answers and establishing the similarities and differences between the students, 

the teachers, and the two departments. After this, the chapter draws tentative conclusions based on 

the findings, and draws implications for modifying the research methods used in the main study. 

8.2 Findings 

8.2.1 Findings from the interviews with the students 

8.2.1.1 Quantity and content of essays 

Students' writing expetience in the two departments was compared and contrasted from two 

perspectives, the quantity and the content of the essays written by the students. With respect to the 

number of essays required by the two departments, it seemed that there were no marked 

differences. The two third-year English students reported that by the time of the interview they had 

written two essays of around 2000 to 3000 words in English, a 300-word assignment each week 

for the English Writing course, and a 1500-word essay in Chinese for the Politics course each term. 

The two Finance students reported that they had written an essay each term ranging from 2000 to 
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4000 Chinese characters, but collaboratively with one or two other classmates. 

In terms of the content of the essays, it appeared that the two departments focused on 

different aspects of writing. The Department of Foreign Languages seemed to emphasise more the 

language use and types of writing than the content, whilst the Department of International Trade 

and Finance emphasised the originality and the application of the theories to specific examples, as 

the following two quotes illustrate: 

When we were in the second year, our tutor on the English Writing course from the 
UK emphasised grammar in writing. But the current tutor from the US focuses more 
on different types of writing. (FE) 

We studied brand strategies in marketing last year and took Quanjude (a well-known 
Chinese restaurant) as a case study. We made some suggestions, so I think that could 
be a useful piece of writing. (FF) 

Different focuses of the two departments could also be reflected by the difficulties students 

encountered when writing, with the English students worried about the language and the topics, 

but Finance students mainly concerned about originality in writing. This discrepancy could be 

explained by the disciplinary differences, reflected in both the educational objectives and the focus 

of education. As the female English student stated: 

The reason why we do not write a lot is that we think the most important things at the 

moment are the language skills and the exams. We cannot see any need to write 

academically, for the department does not require us to do that. Our teachers only 
look at the words you use and whether your sentences are beautifully organized. (FE) 

From this quotation, it seemed that in the Department of Foreign Languages, the training of 

language skills was still the focus of teaching and learning practice, while writing which demanded 

higher-order thinking skills was neglected. 

However, it was interesting that the students from the two departments held similar views on 

the characteristics of good writing. They agreed on the following key elements in a good piece of 

writing: a clear standpoint and adequate evidence. In addition, the English students suggested 

several other characteristics, such as a clear structure, depth of argumentation, and an easy-to-read 

style, while the Finance students proposed relevant data and a good theoretical basis. 

As regards the approaches the students took to their essays, the English students relied 
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primarily on literature reviews while the Finance students had conducted empirical studies such as 

questionnaire surveys, although only once or twice during their whole undergraduate period. 

8.2.1.2 Critical thinking in writing 

Seven questions were designed specifically to find out students' understanding and application of 

key critical thinking skills in writing (See the interview outline in Appendix 8, Part 2). Students' 

answers to Question I in Part 2 touched on quite a few aspects of CT skills and even dispositions, 

such as the skills of analysis, drawing conclusions, evaluation, logic, presenting premises and 

offering evidence, and dispositions to be skeptical and objective. In particular, the Finance students 

addressed the adaptability of a theory. Both of them said that an existing economic model might 

not be appropriate for a specific context, even though it had been used widely elsewhere. 

Unfortunately, students' knowledge of CT did not lead to the satisfactory application of these 

skills in their writing, especially for the English students. Both English students attributed their 

lack of argumentative skills in writing to their teachers' ignorance of this area, as the female 

English student claimed: 

I don't think we take argumentation seriously in our writing for the Politics course, as 
nobody cares. Usually we use an existing viewpoint of the government on a political 
issue, and then find some evidence, mostly from the Internet, to support it. (FE) 

The Finance students, on the other hand, often had a thread of argumentation in their essays, 

and they preferred to use statistical data as the evidence. However, the record of students' college 

entrance examination scores for 2004 and 2005 on the website of the university showed that 

English-major students were not necessarily less talented or less able than Finance students when 

they entered the university as the entrance scores for the two majors were very similar for these 

two years. 

All the four interviewees reported that they had never questioned the authors of any articles 

they had read, although the female English student noted that she had occasionally criticised other 

people's views of a book they had read online. Three of them stated that the reason why they 

164 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

hesitated to question the literature was because they thought they were not themselves familiar 

with the field concerned and therefore dared not express their own views or question the 

authorities. 

However, all the four interviewees acknowledged that they took into account opposing views 

in argumentation, although they did not give the names of the specific writers who had presented 

views concerned, as the female English student noted: 

I read a lot of articles and books before I begin to write, and I will point out possible 
opposite views in my argumentation, but without mentioning the specific persons 
who propose those views. And then I will try to find some examples to argue against 
them. (FE) 

When it comes to the empirical work done during the undergraduate period, the participants 

provided the following reasons why they never, or seldom, tried this kind of strategy to cope with 

their problems. The two English students deemed that undergraduates should not be doing 

empirical work involving questionnaire surveys or interviews. The primary task of undergraduates, 

according to them, was to master subject knowledge and deal with their various exams. The male 

Finance student made the interesting point that they had no opportunities to do these kinds of 

things: 

Our ma or is finance and we need data from banks, but the banks do not accept i 
interviews and do not want to share their internal information with outsiders. 
Therefore, it is very difficult to obtain first-hand data, unless you know insiders 

within these banks. (MF) 

The female Finance student, who had once done an empirical study, also raised the issue of 

the reliability of questionnaires as a research instrument for collecting data, as she was worried 

about whether the respondents would tell the truth in questionnaires. This worry, however, at least 

showed that the student could predict the possible problems in her work, and she had a certain 

inclination to think critically in discussion with me. This was somewhat contradictory to the 

students' answers to the question regarding questioning or critiquing other people's views. It 

seemed that what students did could differ from what they said. Hence, either a study on a bigger 

scale is needed, or supplementary data such as student writing samples could be used to test the 

consistency of their answers. 

165 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

With respect to the final question regarding critical thinking, all the interviewees reported that 

they could recognise the weaknesses of their arguments. However, the attitude and then the action 

taken to deal with them differed distinctly between the two groups of students. The two English 

students preferred to ignore their weaknesses, while the two Finance students said they pointed 

them out in their final paragraphs. The reason for the English students' failure to mention them 

was, again, attributed to the attitudes of the teachers, and the male English student ernphasised that 

at undergraduate level, it was very hard for the students to be precise about weaknesses in 

arguments. Again, this might reflect a disciplinary difference. Students had to adapt to a specific 

discipline, for instance, to meet the relevant requirements, and to learn to think in their disciplines. 

The attitudes of the academic staff towards argumentation and academic writing in that discipline 

would inevitably affect students' performance in their writing. Another reason for this difference 

could be attributed to the different stages of their study. As the two third-year English students had 

no experience of writing a dissertation, their claims were mostly made on the basis of assignment 

writing, while the two Finance students were basically illustrating their feelings about writing the 

dissertation. Due to the importance of the dissertation to the degree, students' attitudes and effort 

devoted to the dissertation might differ markedly from that devoted to essays. As a consequence, it 

is important in the main study to interview students in the same year. 

8.2.1.3 Training for writing 

It seemed that the two departments also diverged when it came to the training students received in 

writing. The two English students reported that they were taking an English Writing course which 

was focused primarily on different types of writing, rather than academic writing, such as 

producing essays or a thesis. The course lasted two hours a week and the assignment set by the 

course tutor was only a 300-word writing exercise in which the students were required to follow 

the model of the specific type of writing addressed that week. In addition, the English students 

were specifically worried about how to think in English, as illustrated by the female English 

student: 
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My teacher once told me that I could do well in English writing as long as I knew 
how to write in English ways. ... Later, I knew that in English writing, coherence and 
consistency were very important. You can't just leave the sentences without any 
connecting words. However, our focus in Chinese writing is not on the coherence or 
consistency of texts, but on the use of words and sentence structures. (FE) 

Interestingly, the attitudes of the two English students towards the writing course were 

markedly different. Basically, the girl held a positive view about the course, while the boy had a 

negative impression: 

I have learned a lot from the course, especially in the second year when our tutor 
gave us many useful suggestions. (FE) 

The tutor has not got a clear objective for the course. He gives us things as he likes 

and doesn't care if we know them already or not. The content of the class is still 
focused on the structure, rather than the students' thinking skills. I want the tutor to 
make some changes as soon as possible. (ME) 

Further, the girl mentioned the feedback from their writing and expressed her disappointment 

with the feedback they received. She even expressed a desire to have a Chinese tutor for the course, 

as she believed Chinese tutors were usually more responsible and took students' work more 

seriously. 

We sometimes think that a Chinese teacher might be more appropriate for this course. 
We haven't got any feedback from the current tutor, not even a score. I don't know 
how to improve my writing. (FE) 

As far as critical thinking was concerned, both English students claimed that the course tutor 

did not emphasise it. Because of their limited understanding or even misunderstanding of the terrn, 

their answers to this question were likely to be restricted to their knowledge of the concept. 

However, the consistency and coherence the female English student mentioned above are regarded 

as key elements of critical thinking and logic in CT literature. Consequently, it was also possible 

that students had already been taught some critical thinking skills or even used these skills in 

writing, but they had not realised the fact. This finding suggests that, in the main study, it would be 

preferable to provide students with a working definition before the interview, so that they could 

look at their teaching and learning activities from a different perspective and carefully consider 
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their views on the instruction they received. 

The two English students' suggestions on the current writing course were consistent with their 

views about the course, as discussed above. The female English student expected more feedback 

from the tutors, while the male student preferred more in-depth topics for discussion either In class 

or in writing. From the following quotes, it can be seen that the differences between the girl's and 

boy's expectations were clear-cut: 

I hope we can discuss current political affairs in class and in writing, instead of those 
simple topics. I also want to know our tutor's views on many issues. I hope his ways 
of looking at things from the perspective of an American can broaden our horizons. 
(ME) 

I only want our tutor to read our compositions and give us some suggestions, so that 
we know our weaknesses and strengths. (FE) 

Unlike the English students, the two Finance students reported that they had had no specific 

writing courses, and all their knowledge of how to write essays and the dissertation came from 

their subject tutors or supervisors. Hence, only Questions 4,5,6, and 7 in Part 3 (see Appendix 8) 

were discussed with them, and their answers were compared with those of the English students. 

Again, due to disciplinary differences, students' answers to these four questions varied a great 

deal. 

Firstly, teachers' requirernents for students' written assignments differed significantly. The 

English students stated that their tutors were concerned about the structure of students' 

compositions, and whether they had understood the specific type of writing addressed in class. In 

addition, there was usually a requirement for a specific word length for the assignments. The 

Finance Students, however, were more frequently asked to write coherently and to use statistical 

data and graphs in their writing. 

The teachers' feedback on student writing also varied. The English students said they had not 

received much feedback, not even a score, while the Finance students could receive feedback from 

different channels: oral feedback on the dissertation in tutorial meetings from the supervisor, 

feedback from both the tutor and peers on their essays when they did presentations in class; and a 

score for their essays as Nvell. 

Furthermore. students' answers to tile question of what their teachers valued in their writing 
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differed enormously. According to their interactions with the teachers and the teachers' written 

feedback, the English students declared that their teachers seemed to be more interested in the 

structure and the grammar of their writing, whilst the Finance students reported that their teachers 

emphasised more the content, the consistency, the feasibility of the research, the statistical data, 

and students' originality. 

Despite all these differences, one point common to the interviewees from the two departments 

was that none of them knew the assessment criteria for their writing. In other words, they did not 

know why their scores were higher or lower than those of their peers. 

8.2.1.4 Plagiarism 

The English students admitted that plagiarism was very common among students, especially in 

writing in Chinese. Their answers also showed that they did not have a thorough understanding of 

plagiarism or appropriate referencing in writing, because they did not realise that paraphrasing 

without pointing out the original sources of literature was also a kind of plagiarism, as stated by 

the male English student: 

Sometimes I paraphrase the ideas in a book and use them as if they are my own ideas. 
I do not point out all the sources of these ideas. (ME) 

Because of students' limited or varied understanding of plagiarism, in the main study, the 

meaning of plagiarism needs to be clarified with the students, before they are asked about whether 

they have committed it and what their views on this issue are. 

The two Finance students hesitated for a moment when answering the plagiarism question. It 

seemed that both had received guidance on how to reference in writing, since they claimed they 

had to point out the names of the authors in the text, as well as in the References section. The 

hesitation might suggest that the interviewees were afraid of losing face or revealing misconduct 

before their peers. However, in writing essays, they acknowledged that they did not strictly follow 

the instructions on referencing given by the teachers. They also reported that, as far as they knew, 

plagiarism was not common among students around them, because most students formulated their 

169 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

own ideas after a large amount of reading, and because their teachers had emphasised the 

importance of students' reporting their own thinking. 

Interestingly, all four students agreed that plagiarism was an immoral action and should be 

prohibited. However, they admitted that plagiarism was difficult to avoid among students because, 

unless it was highly salient, it would not be detected and would not affect their scores or degrees. 

It was also surprising that students seemed to have grown accustomed to this phenomenon and had 

no awareness of the seriousness of the issue, as the following two quotes indicated: 

We understand those students who plagiarised, for they had to complete the 
assignments within a limited time. (MF) 

I do not think we take this issue seriously, for it is hard for us to have our own 
ideas. ... We all know that we cannot paste a whole article from the Internet into our 
articles, but if we paste one paragraph here and another one there, the teacher will not 
find out. (FE) 

Nevertheless, teachers' attitudes and measures taken to deal with the problem definitely 

affected students' performance. For instance, as the male English student reported, when the 

teacher emphasised that plagiarism would affect their scores or even lead to a fail grade, they 

would try their best not to plagiarise, but if the teacher did not emphasise it, the students would not 

bother spending time formulating their own ideas. They claimed that, generally speaking, the 

foreign teachers emphasised this issue more than the Chinese teachers, and students were more 

careful in English writing. 

Students' answers to the questions in Part 3 showed that plagiarism could be reduced with 

appropriate measures and policies. It seemed that the key factor was how much the academic staff 

emphasised the issue and what measures they took to deal with the problem. The difference 

between the foreign teachers and Chinese teachers and between the teachers in the two 

departments also showed that it is crucial for the teachers to demonstrate their ability to detect 

plagiarism and their resoluteness in taking definite measures. 

In sum, the findings regarding plagiarism showed that plagiarism definitely existed and was 

difficult to avoid completely among students. However, the findings also indicated that teachers' 

attitudes towards the matter would affect students' performance. These findings were inconsistent 

with the findings in the questionnaire survey in the UK, in which most of the students claimed that 
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they had referenced properly in writing their dissertations, but were consistent with the findings 

from the UK interviews in Study 1. Since "interviews seem to gain in depth and validity" (Gillham 

2000a: 84) in comparison with questionnaires, I would suggest that the findings in the interviews 

were more reliable. Nonetheless, more interviews on this issue need to be conducted in the main 

study to make this claim better founded. 

8.2.2 Findings from the interviews with the teachers 

8.2.2.1 Teachers' attitudes towards student writing 

In this study, teachers' attitudes towards student writing were explored from the following 

perspectives: what they valued in student writing, problems in student writing, their marking 

criteria, types of feedback they gave on student writing, and their attitudes towards student 

plagiarism. 

When the three teachers were asked what they valued in student writing, all of them 

emphasised originality or creativity. However, they differed in other respects. The teacher from the 

Department of International Trade and Finance (hereafter referred to as TI) claimed that, in 

addition to originality, she mainly looked for the following aspects of student writing: literature 

review, research methods, argumentation, statistical data, structure, and language. The teacher 

from the Department of Foreign Languages who was teaching academic writing (hereafter referred 

to as T2), however, raised the issue of the format of student writing, or the presenting and 

referencing style required by the department. It seemed that this question had been frustrating him 

for a long time, as he mentioned it frequently. The third teacher in the study, who was also from 

the Department of Foreign Languages (hereafter referred to as T3), claimed that he paid specific 

attention to the types of writing, rather than grammar or punctuation: 

They are specific types of writing. Writing that makes them think. Writing that makes 

them do something different. And also teaches them the American way of writing. 
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Interestingly, this teacher's intention to make students think contradicted the complaint from the 

male English student that the topics of the discussion and writing were too simple. A larger sample 

in the main study is likely to reveal the truth of this issue. 

The difference between the three teachers in their answers to the question was probably due 

to the nature of the courses they ran. TI taught a Finance module, while T2 taught a training 

course on Academic Writing for the fourth-year students who were writing their dissertations, and 

T3 was running a writing course, but simply focusing on general writing skills and types of writing. 

Thus, their focus and teaching aims, and therefore the expectations about student performance, 

were likely to vary enormously. Hence, more subject-related teachers, rather than training course 

tutors, need to be involved in the main study. 

By comparing the teachers' responses to the students' responses to this question, it can be 

seen that, interestingly, TI from the Department of International Trade and Finance and the two 

English students shared several views about good writing, such as the need for a clear structure, 

powerful argumentation, and easy-to-understand language. However, in contrast to the consensus 

reached by the students, that a piece of good writing should have a clear position and enough 

evidence, the teachers seemed to be more interested in students' originality and creativity. 

The three teachers showed different concerns about problems with student writing. 

Interestingly, TI expressed intense worries about her students' literacy in writing, even though 

they usually wrote in Chinese: 

I don't know what they want to tell me in writing. I can't find any connections 
between the paragraphs and chapters, although I've shown them the models many 
times. It seems that there is a big problem with the current literacy training at every 

educational level. (TI) 

In fact, TI's concern also reflected another problem with student writing, the lack of logic or 

power of argumentation, because coherence between the paragraphs and chapters is a key factor in 

effective argumentation or critical thinking, as discussed in Chapter 2. However, what this teacher 

was worried about seemed to be different from what her students were concerned about; her 

students were more woffied about their lack of originality in writing, rather than the language (see 

Section 8.2.1.1). 

T2 also showed concerns about the language in student writing, especially the grammar. He 
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was also worried about students' originality in writing, and attributed this problem to the state of 

higher education in China: 

I don't think students need to attend so many lectures each term, especially the 
graduate students. I think they need time to read books. I don't think students can 
truly learn much in class either. This is probably one of the reasons why students have 
no time to think independently and lack originality in writing. (T2) 

Interestingly, T2's worries about students' lack of originality were coincident with the worries 

of the two Finance students, rather than the two English students who were from the same 

department. Nevertheless, T2's concern about the English language of the students was consistent 

with the views of the two English students. 

In contrast to TI and T2, T3 was mainly worried that students' lack of previous experience in 

writing in an American way would make it difficult for him to achieve his teaching aims, 

particularly when critical thinking or logic was demanded. 

With respect to the assessment criteria, the three teachers touched on different aspects of 

critical thinking suggested by the literature, such as reasoning (TI, T2 and T3), application (TI), 

inference (T3), and drawing conclusions (T3). In addition to these aspects, T2 and T3 stressed the 

format of writing, although what T2 was concerned about was specifically the dissertation, while 

T3 meant different types of writing. 

As for the feedback on student writing, it seemed that the dissertation was paid more attention 

than essays, since the two teachers (TI and T2) who supervised students writing dissertations 

reported that they had met their students frequently and had given oral feedback on their progress. 

In addition to weekly meetings with her students, TI also reported that there was a dissertation 

advisory group consisting of at least three members of the academic staff for each student. 

Normally, the group met with the student three times: before the start of the project, in the middle 

of the work, and at the student's final oral presentation meeting. TI stated that the feedback on 

students' writing or progress covered various aspects, such as the dissertation structure, reasoning 

and argumentation, research methods, and the reliability of the data. T2 from the Department of 

Foreign Languages declared that he only read each student's dissertation drafts twice. He made it 

clear to the students that a feasible proposal at the start was more important than the report itself. 

Apart from oral and private discussion with the students, he sometimes asked the whole class to 
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discuss one or two students' drafts with the writer's name deliberately concealed, and he claimed 

that most of the students were very interested in such a kind of peer feedback. TI and T3 also used 

class/group discussion as a source of feedback on students' essays. In fact, as T3 declared, this 

kind of discussion was a useful way to tell students what their teachers valued or did not value in 

their writing, especially when their teacher had no time to give individual feedback. 

From the above discussion, it seemed that students had received a variety of feedback on their 

writing, especially on the dissertation. However, the quality of the feedback remained unknown 

and was worth further discussion with both the students and the teachers in the main study. The 

complaint from the English female student, as noted in Section 8.2.1.3, probably suggested that the 

students and the teacher held different views on the formats and content of feedback as well. 

All the three teachers showed great concern as well as disappointment about the incidence of 

plagiarism among students. However, there were apparent mismatches in their comments on this 

issue. On the one hand, both TI and T2 pointed out that the government was now paying more 

attention to this issue than before, and all the students had to promise in their dissertations that 

they had not committed plagiarism. On the other hand, all the three declared that plagiarism was 

very common in China, for example: 

Plagiarism is very common and not only among students. I don't think it can be 

avoided completely, although the government has stressed this issue very often 
recentlY. (T I) 

Plagiarism has aroused great attention recently in China. However, it's difficult to 

take effective measures to deal with this issue among undergraduates. (T2) 

I think it is very common and I don't think it will change overnight. (T3) 

According to the teachers' comments, the reasons for this phenomenon can be summarised as 

follows. Firstly, TI and T2 stated that fourth-year students did not have enough time to write 

dissertations because they were facing other pressures such as job-hunting. It seemed that the 

university even supported the idea that students' main task in the fourth year was to find a job. 

Both TI and T2 indicated that all the teachers understood the students' situation, and therefore they 

would not give harsh penalties to the students involved. The second reason, as TI noted, was the 

popularity of the Internet, which undoubtedly provided a convenient channel for plagiarism. 
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Thirdly, T2 pointed out that there was not an effective supervision system. Whereas in Shanghai, 

students' dissertations would be examined anonymously by external examiners, no such system 

existed in the city where the present research was carried out. Fourthly, T2 expressed his concerns 

about some teachers' unawareness or sometimes even purposeful ignoring of this issue. This could 

be seen from T I's comments as well, for example: 

The plagiarism of undergraduates cannot be treated as academic corruption, because 
they are not required to publish their articles. (TI) 

Finally, T3, the American teacher from the Department of Foreign Languages, declared that most 

of his students did not realise the seriousness of this issue at all. However, it was clear that the 

department's and teachers' attitudes towards this issue did affect students' attitudes. 

In contrast to TI and T2, who both declared that there were no efficient measures to deal with 

the problem, T3 seemed to be stricter: 

In terms of spotting it, that's never a problem. In terms of reducing it, I try to do 

everything I can and I explain to them what it is, ... and tell them that in the future, 

they will get no credit, and they will fail a lot of classes if they do it again. (T3) 

The teachers' comments on this issue were basically consistent with students', and this 

consistency supported the earlier suggestion that respondents have been found to be more likely to 

tell the truth in interviews, than in questionnaires. 

8.2.2.2 Teachers' understanding of critical thinking 

Without being notified of the meaning and a working definition of the term "critical thinking" in 

advance, all the three teachers were asked for their own understanding of the term, the importance 

of CT in education, and the measures they took to foster CT in students. 

The three teachers' understanding of critical thinking concerned different aspects of critical 

thinking skills. For example, TI explained that her understanding of critical thinking was to 

evaluate existing theories: 
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First, you need to know what the strengths of the theory are, or what the problem is 
that it can solve. ... Secondly, we make a lot of assumptions, and we apply existing 
economic models to the domestic market, to see the applicability of the theofies. (T I) 

Unlike TI, T2's understanding of the term as synonymous with logic was consistent with what is 

claimed to be the origin of the term, as suggested by Thayer-Bacon (2000). Further, T2 claimed 

that knowledge and comprehension should be the basis of the evaluation step, and therefore, a 

person needed to read before he attempted to evaluate. This point was supported by Reichenbach's 

(2001) explanation of Bloom's taxonomy of educational objectives, that knowledge and 

comprehension are the basic steps underlying other thinking skills. T3, who was from America 

where CT had been promoted enthusiastically, pointed out that analysis and application, rather 

than rote learning, were the key factors of critical thinking: 

It has nothing to do with memorization, but with applying the information you have 
learned to a specific situation. (T3) 

By comparing the three teachers' understanding of CT to the theories in the literature, it can be 

seen that the skills they mentioned were only part of the broader list of CT skills identified by 

theorists such as Ennis (1987) and Facione (1990). 

The comparison between the teachers' understanding of CT with that of the students in this 

study showed that they shared quite a few points regarding what CT involved, such as logic, 

evaluation, analysis, and application. 

When answering the question of the importance of CT in education, TI noted: 

I think the purpose of introducing CT in education is to help students develop an 
objective attitude towards an issue. 

T2 considered CT and logic to be very important in education, and viewed it as the basis of student 

writing. T3 agreed with T2 on the importance of CT in education, but primarily from the 

perspective of students' future personal development. 

As far as the measures taken to foster CT in students were concerned, TI admitted that the 

department had not taught CT to students specifically, due to the excessive teaching workload. 

What they could do, she said, was to ask students to write and practice on their own, and the 

teachers would give feedback either privately or in classroom discussions. T2 taught students how 
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to evaluate different writers' views and draw conclusions, while T3 asked students to think 

independently in different types of writing. Nevertheless, because of the teachers' varied 

understandings of CT, as noted above, it was also possible that they had taught certain aspects of 

CT, as defined by western theorists (see Section 4.5), to the students implicitly. Thus, in the main 

study, a working definition could be usefully offered to the interviewees in advance to obtain more 

accurate answers to this question. 

As both T2 and T3 were running a writing course, they were asked what the main purposes of 

their courses were and what they emphasised in them. T2 maintained that at undergraduate level, it 

was very hard for the students to show originality or creativity in writing. Therefore, he did not 

have high expectations of his students' texts, but stressed more the basic format and process of 

doing research. However, he claimed that his requirement for MA students was higher than for 

undergraduate students. T3's answers to the questions were similar to his own answers to Question 

1, in that he emphasised the different types of writing and several thinking skills such as analysis 

and application. As his course was not specifically designed to teach academic writing, his purpose 

in running the course was to equip the students with basic writing skills for their future career. 

8.2.2.3 Suggestions for the interviews in the main study 

In the interviews, several problems emerged which could be avoided in the main study. 

1) The vague and varied understanding of the term "critical thinking" affected both the students' 

and the teachers' answers to several questions such as Question 3 in Part 3 of the interview 

schedule (see Appendix 8). Therefore, a working definition of critical thinking can usefully be 

provided in the main study, to generate more accurate answers, and to investigate what factors 

are likely to facilitate CT in students, and what factors will inhibit it. 

2) Some researcher biases need to be paid attention to in the main study. For instance, when I 

wanted to know what the students wrote for their degrees, I first used a vague Chinese phrase 

which could mean only the final dissertation if it was translated into English. I then used 

more appropriate translations for the final dissertation and essay. Thus, when English texts are 

translated into Chinese, or vice versa, caution need to be paid to the accuracy of the 
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translation, or explanation, especially when it is hard to find an equivalent word in the other 

language. 

3) A clarification of the meaning of the term "plagiarism" in the main study is necessary to 

avoid misleading answers to certain questions, such as the students' attitudes towards this 

issue. 

4) Because the differences between the students from the two departments might be attributed to 

the different study stages, it would be better to focus on the students in the same year in the 

main study. 

5) The format of pair interviews with Finance students was found to be ineffective for a 

discussion of sensitive questions. For instance, when the two Finance students were asked for 

their views on plagiarism, they seemed to hesitate to tell the truth before their peers. In the 

main study, this kind of interview will be avoided, and just one student will be interviewed at 

a time. 

6) The apparent differences between the three teachers suggested that academic staff teaching a 

more comparable set of courses needed to be involved in the future interviews. 

7) Although the amount of feedback on student writing seemed abundant, the quality of the 

feedback needs to be investigated. 

8.2.3 Findings from the classroom observations 

TWo classroom observations were conducted, with specific attention paid to the interactions 

between the teacher and the students and between the students themselves. One class in English 

Writing observed was taught by T3 and one by T2 in the Department of Foreign Languages. Both 

observations lasted 50 minutes, and three general post-observation questions were asked to both 

teachers after the observation. Field notes were taken to record the classroom activities, especially 

the interactions either between the students, or the students and the tutor. There was a large 

difference between the participant numbers in the two classes, though. The American teacher had 

30 third-year students, while the Chinese teacher had only seven fourth-year students attending the 

observed lessons. The reason for this, as the Chinese teacher reported in the follow-up interview, 
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was that the department encouraged fourth-year students to go out to look for jobs or attend 

job-training courses, rather than to sit in the regular lectures. By comparing and contrasting the 

two classes, it could be seen that the teaching and learning activities, as well as the class 

atmosphere, differed enormously. In the American teacher's class, the classroom atmosphere 

seemed unthreatening and relaxed. Students were encouraged to ask questions when the teacher 

was presenting and the teacher left abundant time for group discussion. In order to involve all the 

students, the teacher used simple topics and nominated the less active students to answer questions 

or do exercises. However, it seemed that sometimes students misunderstood the teacher's teaching 

ob ectives. For example, when the teacher asked the students to compare and contrast something 

with meaningful similarities and differences, the students' performance in exercises did not meet 

his expectations of in-depth thinking with respect to the word "meaningful". This finding may well 

explain the earlier discrepancy in the interviews between the teacher's intention of making 

students think and the male student's complaint about the simplicity of the topics in class (see 

Section 8.2.2.1 ). 

In contrast, the Chinese teacher's class was primarily dominated by the teacher's presentation. 

The teacher could hardly get answers from the students to his few questions. To avoid 

embarrassment, he had to answer the questions himself after long silences of more than ten 

seconds. No group discussion was carried out among students during the whole 50-minute period, 

and only one student asked a question in class. In the last five minutes, the teacher asked the 

students to do some exercises by themselves and he walked around the classroom to answer their 

questions individually. In contrast to the "noisiness" of the American teacher's class, this class was 

extremely quiet. The post-observation interview with the two teachers suggested that both classes 

observed had been typical classes and they felt their teaching goals had been achieved. In the 

post-observation interview, the Chinese teacher attributed the silence of the students to the quiet 

characteristics of Chinese students in general and students' lack of questioning abilities. It seemed 

that he had not realised that his teaching style could markedly affect students' performance in 

class. 

No systematic categories, such as those suggested by Tsui (2002) were applied to the 

observations. However, in the main study, similar categories as Tsui's (2002) (see Appendix 13), 

which are designed purposefully to examine the activities related to critical thinking, like group 
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discussions, can be used. Another significant problem with the pilot observation was the sampling 

of the classes. In the main study, more subject-related classes, rather than the training modules, 

need to be observed in both departments. 

8.2.4 Results from the text analysis 

Six samples of student assignments (three from the Department of Foreign Languages, three from 

the Department of International Trade and Finance) were collected and analyzed in order to reveal 

students' application of argumentative skills and critical thinking in academic writing. The three 

samples (hereafter Samples 1,2,3, and Students 1,2,3 for the writers of each sample) from the 

Department of Foreign Languages were written by three third-year students as weekly assignments 

for the English Writing Course. Two of the writers, Writers I and 3, were also interviewed. The 

length of the texts was fairly short (around 250 words on an A4 page), and they were not strictly in 

the form of essays, which normally range from 2000 words to 5000 words in the UK. All the titles 

of the pieces of writing implied an expectation of argumentation. For example, the title of Sample 

2 was "Do What You Already Do Well or Try New Things", which seemed to require students to 

weigh two kinds of attitudes towards life, choose a position, and argue for it. The titles of Samples 

I and 3 were "Being Single" and "Competition is Ultimately More Beneficial than Detrimental to 

Society", which also indicated a demand for argumentation in writing. A detailed analysis using 

Andrews's (2007) seven principles of argumentation and ten CT skills elicited from Facione's 

(2006) article and Tsui's (2002) study (see Appendix 10) was carried out. 

All three students exhibited an ability to use a single authorial voice, but differed in the use of 

personal and impersonal voices. In Sample 1, the student used both personal and impersonal 

voices skillfully, whilst in Sample 2, personal voice, which was expressed in words such as "we", 

44 our %1 1 66 us", "I", and "you", was dominant in the text. While it is true that the use of personal 

voices does not necessarily mean that the author is subjective and uncritical, the use of personal 

voices in this essay gave readers the impression that the writer was writing in a very casual style 

and that she was forcing her own opinions on others, as she kept saying that "we" should do 

something without justifying her suggestions. Sample 3 seemed to have the similar problem as 
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Sample 2, by using "we" in the conclusion paragraph. 

In all three samples, the students seemed to write using a very similar argumentative structure, 

choosing a position on a controversial topic, reasoning by providing evidence (either from daily 

life or personal experiences, and thus involving no references), and usually ending with a short 

conclusion (but not in Sample 2). Here are two excerpts from Samples I and 2 in which the two 

students were trying to use common-sense and personal experiences to justify their positions: 

"As everyone knows, being single means being lonely. " (Sample 1) 

"Also, the trying of new things will bring us totally different experience. As we regard 
life as a long journey, why don't we make our journey plentiful. Who would like a long 
tedious trip? Take myself as an example. When I first entered the university, I decided 
to change my old habit of always doing what I did well. " (Sample 2) 

As regards Andrews's 3 rd principle, "a vertical and paradigmatic structure and organization", all 

three students seemed to assume that readers had already understood the concept and terms in their 

text, because there was no clarification of ideas, definitions, classifications or categorisations. 

In terms of the 4h principle, "logical or quasi-logical structure momentum", all three students 

preferred to take a position first and then collect evidence, usually explained in two or three 

paragraphs, to justify their positions. Therefore, even without explicit connections between 

paragraphs, the logical structure was discernible. Because the topics of the assignments, as noted 

above, did not concern students' subject knowledge, but related more to everyday experience, it 

appeared that students did not bother to refer to authorities, but turned to common sense and their 

own experiences. In Sample 1, the writer attempted to weave a logical flow by justifying her 

support for the idea that people should get married instead of staying single, from the perspectives 

of psychology and convenience, while in Sample 2, the relationships between the paragraphs was 

not very clear. In Sample 3, the writer was trying to defend his position by using examples in the 

areas of economy and politics, which were fairly convincing. However, it seemed that language 

was an obstacle to his fluency of expression, and he ignored the importance of a good conclusion. 

Andrews's final principle (evidence of critical thought), however, was not embodied in any of 

the three samples. Firstly, students did not appeal to authorities to support their positions, so there 

was no chance of weighing up one source against another. Secondly, students did not seem to have 
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read anything for the assignment, and therefore, we do not know whether they would read with 

skepticism or not. Lastly, a "detached" attitude in writing was rarely found in the samples, for all 

the writers seemed simply to focus on the supporting evidence while minimizing or even ignoring 

possible contradictory factors or voices. As regards the CT skills derived from Facione (2006) and 
1h Tsui (2002), only the 6,9'h, and IOh skills are applicable to the samples. It is hard to establish 

whether the writers could use other skills, such as the ability to identify key issues in a text simply 

by looking at the samples available, because there was no trace of any references in their writing. 

However, it is interesting to examine the students' application of the 6th, 9th, and 10th skills on the 

list in their writing. 

In Samples I and 3, there was a separate conclusion section, but both were very short and 

neither served the function of summarising the main points of the composition or suggesting any 

implications, but only restated the writer's position. As for the 9th skill, all the three writers 

appeared to try to explain the basis of their viewpoints using examples from daily life or personal 

experiences as evidence, although the structure of Sample I was slightly clearer than the other two. 

In terms of reflective thinking about their own reasoning, all the writers simply ignored this aspect 

or seemed to be unaware of the need for it in their writing. 

In sum, because of the topics and the nature of the samples, the argumentative principles and 

critical thinking skills were not extensively applied. It is hard to say whether students could or 

would have performed better with strictly academic writing. In order to obtain clearer evidence, 

students' dissertations or other academic writing samples need to be used in the future. 

Three student writing samples (hereafter, Samples 4,5,6) were also collected from the 

Department of International Trade and Finance, and the writers were again third-year 

undergraduates. However, unlike the samples from the Department of Foreign Languages which 

were only around 250 English words on one A4 page, these essays were much longer (around 5000 

Chinese characters on ten A4 pages)', were closely related to their subject and were completed 

with the collaboration of 3 to 4 students. However, as the students from this department stated 

earlier in the interviews, they had not written these kinds of long essays frequently (only once a 

term). The following analysis of the three essays considers them in the order of their ratings (from 

the highest to lowest) by their tutor. 

In Sample 4, a group of four students tried to explain the reasons for the collapse of a large 
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corporation in Korea, by looking at the function of Financial Leverage and Management Options 

in the company. The students started the essay by briefly giving the history of the company, and 

then shifted to the possible reasons for the failure of the company provided by the mass media that 

the ultimate financial crisis had been caused by excessive expansion and the arrogance of the 

company. The students then attempted to explore the underlying reasons from the perspectives of 

Financial Leverage and Management Options. The essay ended with a definite conclusion that the 

reason for the failure of the company was its management mode, which had a negative effect on 

Financial Leverage. The whole structure of the essay is complete and the connection between the 

sections is explicit. The first six principles of academic forms and genres from Andrews are 

embodied in it. However, there are two problems. First, it begins abruptly with the history of the 

company, instead of with an introduction to the main research questions and the structure of the 

essay. Secondly, there is no indication of any relevant literature, and therefore no references either. 

Even the history of the company and the theories used in the analysis are introduced without any 

references. In this case, readers would not know whether the sources of the evidence were at all 

trustworthy. Again, due to this weakness, readers cannot judge whether the writers had the ability 

to weigh up different sources, to read with skepticism, and whether they had the first five critical 

skills derived from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002). However, the students exhibited their abilities 

to draw conclusions, to recognise a problem, to formulate multiple alternatives to solve the 

problem, and to explain the basis of their comments. Unfortunately, they did not reflect on their 

own reasoning, and thus there is no mention of the weaknesses of their study. 

Sample 5, which was completed by three students working together, investigated two 

financial scandals, one about bribery and one about corruption, in a large company in China. The 

essay explores the reasons for the bribery, the means by which those convicted committed 

corruption, and the lessons people can learn from the events. The essay begins with an introduction 

to the two criminal events and the company concerned, followed by the possible reasons for the 

bribery, which are elicited from an analysis of newspaper reports. After that, the essay moves on to 

a series of financial reports on the company, but without any indication of the sources of these 

reports. Then the writers try to find the possible financial problems of the company from these 

seemingly flawless reports. The essay ends with the lessons people can learn from the company, 

such as how to protect the rights of investors and how to build confidence in currency markets in 
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Mainland China. 

Using Andrews's principles and the list of CT skills, the essay is far from sound. Both the 

sub . ects, 'we' and T can be found in the essay, and therefore readers are not clear who is actually j 

telling the story: one of the writers or all the group. The balance of personal and impersonal voice 

in this essay seems appropriate because most of the content was copied from newspapers or the 

Internet, and these media tend to use an impersonal voice to show their objectivity. However, there 

is scarcely a "vertical, paradigmatic structure and organization", neither is there a "logical or 

quasi-logical structure momentum", because there is no explanation of any terms or concepts, no 

classification or categorisations, and no connections between the two events and the sections in the 

essay, let alone an appropriate introduction and conclusion. To make it even worse, the basis of 

several comments made by the writers is not explicitly given. For instance, the writers arrive at the 

conclusion that the scandals in Hong Kong currency markets will help build confidence in 

Mainland currency markets. However, this assertion is not well-founded, because it is possible that 

the situation in Mainland currency markets is even worse than that in Hong Kong. Ironically, the 

assertion is contradictory to the earlier statement that the scandal of the company in Hong Kong 

reflects the strict and impartial features of Hong Kong markets, because such an event, which had 

taken place five years ago, could still be discovered and made public. Further, since all the 

evidence comes from the Internet and newspapers, and there is no indication of skeptical 

evaluation of the sources, the evidence is hardly trustworthy. Again, because of these problems, the 

essay is not a positive example of using the list of CT skills from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002). 

Like the above samples, readers cannot tell, from the essay, whether the writers have mastered the 

first four skills on the list or not. Except for the 7hskill, which the students might have used if they 

had selected the topic on their own, the other skills are either not embodied or are used 

inappropriately. 

Sample 6 was completed by three third-year undergraduate Finance students. They attempted 

to propose a Financial Evaluation Index System based on cash flow, by comparing and contrasting 

this system with traditional financial evaluation index systems through a case study. Interestingly, 

in terms of argumentative language and critical thinking skills, this essay is much better than the 

other two samples from this department, which goes against what their tutor suggested, namely, 

that this essay was the worst of the three. The essay has a concise introduction, which Samples 4 
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and 5 do not, covering the background, purpose, approaches taken in the analysis, and the results 

of the study. There is a clear logical thread running through the main body; each section of the 

essay has a focus or task, and explains explicitly the key terms (by defining and categorising them), 

the approaches taken, and the results of the analysis; the evidence presented seems well-founded 

with a great deal of statistical data; the connections between the sections and ideas are arranged 

and spelt out clearly, and exhibit a "logical or quasi-logical structure" (Andrews, 2007). Further, 

the essay demonstrates an appropriate academic tone by using subject-specific terms and an 

impersonal voice, as well as explicit connecting words or sentences. The essay starts with 

traditional systems which are in contrast to, but help to define, the proposed system, and embodies 

one of the features of the argumentative and critical approach recommended by Andrews. Further, 

the writers showed their ability to think critically by drawing several implications and proposing 

possible constructive approaches. Finally, unlike with Samples 4 and 5, the writers did not forget 

to summarise the main points in the conclusion section, which helped to build a coherent structure 

for the whole essay. 

However, in this essay there exist problems too, similar to some of those in the other samples, 

among the most obvious of which is the absence of the sources of the evidence. There is no 

indication of any literature review or referencing in the essay, and therefore, it is impossible to 

judge whether the writers could weigh up different sources or read with skepticism. Similarly, 

because of this limitation, the first five CT skills in the list are not applicable to this case. Like all 

the other samples in this study, the skill of "reflective thinking on one's own reasoning" is not 

embodied in the essay either. 

Although the samples from the two departments differ a great deal in genre and 

argumentative style, by comparing and contrasting these six samples, it is not difficult to find the 

following problems in all or most of them: a lack of appropriate referencing and thus no 

convincing evidence, no skeptical evaluation of literature, no reflective thinking about one's own 

reasoning, and a lack of a convincing conclusion. If it is understandable that in informal writing, 

such as the assignments of the three English students, students can appeal to daily experience to 

argue for a position, it is not wise to rely on untrustworthy evidence in argumentation in academic 

writing. In the main study, it is worth further exploring the reasons for students' lack of skeptical 

thinking and reflective thinking. Moreover, as the outcome of the analysis in reflective thinking is 
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inconsistent with the Finance students' self-reports in the interviews, more academic writing 

samples, such as BA dissertations could be studied, to see the performance of students with respect 

to argumentation and criticality. 

To conclude, the list of criteria has been found to be applicable, and the above textual analysis 

provided a great deal of information concerning students' argumentation and critical thinking skills 

in writing. The results show that what students do might be different from what they say in 

interviews; for instance, the lack of reflective thinking in all the samples was inconsistent with the 

interview reports by the Finance students on this issue. Therefore, textual analysis of student 

writing needs to remain a major research instrument in the main study. The evaluation framework 

combining Andrews's seven principles and four aspects of a critical approach, as well as the set of 

critical thinking skills derived from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002), has proved to be an effective 

and practical tool for analyzing students' writing assigrunents, and therefore, will be used again 

without any major modification in the main study. 

8.3 Conclusions and implications for the main study 

The main purposes of conducting this pilot study were: to provide insights into the research 

questions in the second phase of the project and to help refine the research methods and 

procedures in the main study. The second phase aimed to investigate what effect Chinese students' 

learning experiences at undergraduate level has on their critical thinking in academic writing. 

Based on the above findings, a tentative conclusion can be drawn that neither critical thinking nor 

academic writing was the main teaching and learning objective at undergraduate level in either 

department, and therefore, insufficient attention was paid to these two aspects, although there was 

a great deal of variation in the two departments, for example, in the teachers' expectations and 

students' perfonnance in writing. Specifically, the following key findings led to this conclusion. 

1) The academic staff did not have high expectations of students with respect to argumentation 

and critical thinking in writing, especially in assignments other than the dissertation. This is 

manifest from the types of feedback students received on their writing, the teachers' self 
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reports on their attitudes towards students' performance and plagiarism in writing, the lack of 

assessment criteria, and students' actual performance in the texts analyzed. 

2) Practice on, and training in, academic writing at undergraduate level seemed insufficient in 

both departments. The English students had basically no practice or training in academic 

writing, except for the final dissertation. The education at undergraduate level in the 

Department of Foreign Languages still remained at the language skills level, and eý'en the 

dissertation simply served as a signal of the end of a period of study. The situation in the 

Department of International Trade and Finance seemed better in terms of the kinds of 

feedback given and the genre of writing requested. However, because no formal training in 

academic writing was provided, there were salient deficiencies in students' writing, such as 

failure to cite sources. To make matters worse, students in both departments were busy 

attending lectures, dealing with various exams, and looking for a job in the fourth year, and 

the staff members were struggling with excessive teaching loads. 

3) Plagiarism, as acknowledged by both the students and the teachers in the study, was still a 

major problem at undergraduate level. In the students' writing samples, there are no 

indications of appropriate literature reviews or referencing. Sometimes, students took it for 

granted that they could use the words from newspapers or the Internet freely, as demonstrated 

in Sample 5. The popularity of plagiarism might be a significant factor inhibiting the 

development of higher-order thinking skills such as original and creative thinking and critical 

thinking. 

Critical thinking was more or less ignored in writing in both departments, and evidence of the 

key skills of critical thinking, such as skeptical reading, reasoning with convincing evidence, 

reflective thinking, and drawing a sound conclusion is missing from the students'texts. 

The interviews yielded a large amount of useful methodological infon-nation which helped 

sliape the main study. In the main study, most of the interview questions and the sequence of the 

questions (see Appendices 8 and 9) will be retained, except for the following alterations and new 

ideas 

I)A working definition of critical thinking Nvill be used to generate more accurate answers. and 

to investigate what factors are likely to facilitate CT in students, and what factors mav inhibit 

inal questions - it. This revision will lead to a few new questions and a change to all the origi I in 
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Part 2 (see Appendices II and 12). For example, the following new questions can be 

discussed with student participants, such as "Do you know these skills? ", "Do you use thern9- 

"Do you need them? ", "Why don't you use this skill? ", and "What teaching and leaming 

activities do you think help you develop these skills? ", and "what prevents you from doing 

this? ". 

2) A definition of "plagiarism" will be provided. 

3) Student participants beginning in the same year in the two departments will be interviewed in 

the main study, to avoid different answers due to different school years, and both male and 

female participants need to be involved. 

4) The format of pair interviews will be avoided in the main study. 

5) The quality of the feedback on student writing will be investigated. 

6) Finally, students' apparent deficiency in skeptical thinking and reflective thinking, as revealed 

in the textual analysis, will be explored further in the interviews in the main study. 

In the pilot study, the classroom observation proved to be a useful device with which certain 

learning and teaching activities related to critical thinking can be examined. Hence, it will be kept 

for the main study. However, the findings of the two classroom observations showed that both the 

teaching styles and students' performance were significantly different, which indicated the need 

for a larger sample in the main study, especially of subject-related classes. Further, systematic 

categories, such as those suggested by Tsui (2002) (see Appendix 13), which are designed 

specifically to examine the activities relevant to critical thinking, will be used. 

Whilst the classroom observations provided information about what students learnt in class, 

textual analysis of student writing was an effective way to evaluate students' actual performance in 

critical thinking in writing outside class. Conversely, the results of the textual analysis can be used 

in interviews and in analyzing classroom observations. For instance, in the main study, activities 

which are considered to facilitate certain critical thinking skills, such as skeptical thinking and 

reflective thinking, which were found to be absent in the student writing samples, can be examined 

in classroom observations. Further, textual analysis served the function of checking the validity of 

the research findings, since, as the analyses showed, students' performance in writing could be 

contradictory to what they reported in their interviews. The evaluation framework adopted in the 

pilot study has proved to be effective and will be kept in the main study, with a larger sample of 
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academic writing analyzed, to explore the students' application of argumentative and critical 

thinking skills in their texts. 

Notes 

1. It is widely accepted that Chinese characters take less space than English words. As a result, 

although there is no agreed criterion on the direct comparison of the word length of Chinese and 

English texts, the Finance students' essays are considered much longer than the English students'. 

189 



CHAPTER NNE 

Chapter 9 

Study 2: Findings and discussion of the main study 

9.1 A summary of the pilot study 

As discussed in Section 7.1, the main purpose of Study 2 is to explore what impact the training 

Chinese students receive at undergraduate level in China has on students' critical thinking in 

academic writing. It is a case study of two departments, the Department of Foreign Languages and 

the Department of International Trade and Finance, at a Chinese university. A tentative conclusion 

was drawn from the pilot study that neither critical thinking nor academic writing was a main 

educational objective in either department, and accordingly not enough attention was paid to either 

skill. Findings also showed that the research instruments adopted in the pilot study were effective, 

and therefore these instruments could be retained for the main study (see Section 8.3). However, a 

series of alterations to the original research methods and procedures was also proposed in order to 

avoid problems arising in the pilot study (see Section 8.3). The alterations resulted in new 

interview outlines (see Appendices II and 12) with a working definition of the two key concepts in 

the study, critical thinking and plagiarism, and the inclusion of Tsui's (2002) Categories for the 

Classroom Observation Data (see Appendix 13). Section 9.2 explains in detail the process of data 

collection in the main study, and Section 9.3 focuses on the results and discussion of the study, 

inckiding the findings from the interviews, classroom observations, and text analysis. The last 

section sumi-narises the main findings. 

9.2 Research methods 

9.2.1 Research sites and time 

The main study was conducted in the same departments at the same university as the pilot study, 
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so that the potential subjects would have similar educational backgrounds to those in the pilot. it 

was carried out in December 2007 and January 2008, when the autumn semester was ending, and 
just before the winter vacation. My colleagues from both departments invited students and teachers 

to be interviewed, introduced classes to be observed, and collected student writing samples to be 

analysed. Randomized samples would have been preferred, but the situation did not allow that as it 

was hard to obtain permission from the departments. 

9.2.2 Re-piloting 

In order to test whether the new interview outline and Tsui's categories (see Appendices 11,12,13) 

could serve their functions of collecting appropriate data in the main study, re-piloting interviews 

were conducted in September 2007 with one teacher and one student from the School of 

Economics and Management, and one class was observed and analysed using Tsui's categories in 

the Department of Foreign Languages, while at the same time a chronological record of the major 

events and activities in class was made. 

In the interview, the student had difficulties in answering Question 5 "What teaching and 

leaming activities do you think help you develop these skills? " in Part 2 of the Interview Outline 

with the Students (see Appendix 11), and the teacher had difficulties with a similar question, 

Question 6 of the Interview Outline with the Academic Staff (see Appendix 12). 1 then tackled the 

questions from another perspective inside the same interviews with the question "in what teaching 

and learning activities do you think you/your students need to use these skills? " (see Appendices 

14 and 15), and prompts such as "for example, could you tell me whether you/your students have 

used these skills in lectures, class discussions (if there are any), and essay writing". The alteration 

proved to be effective in yielding appropriate answers from both the student and the teacher. 

Similar alterations were made to Question 6 in Part 2 in the Interview Outline with the Students 

(see Appendix 11), and Question 7 in the Interview Outline with the Academic Staff (see Appendix 

12). The student also reported a difficulty in understanding the phrases "hidden assumptions" and 

"inferences", so in the main study, an example of hidden assumptions and a definition of inference 

would be provided, along with the definition of CT (see Appendix 15). Apart from these two, no 
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other obvious problems were found with the two interviews. 

As regards the classroom observation, the teacher only asked three questions, without 

receiving any spontaneous answers from the students: two questions were answered by the 

students nominated by'the teacher, and one was answered by the teacher himself As a result, three 

categories, "number of questions with no answers", "number of questions answered by one 

student", and "number of questions answered by the instructor", were added to Tsui's list. In 

addition, as not many questions were posed in either the classes in the pilot study or the class in 

the re-piloting, it seems that the percentage labels in Tsui's categories (see Appendix 13) would not 

make much sense. As a result, the percentage labels have been altered to just the number of 

different types of question in class (see Tables 9.4 and 9.5). 

9.2.3 Data collection 

As in the pilot study, data were collected with three main research instruments or data sources, 

interviews, classroom observations, and text analysis. My colleagues in the two departments 

introduced the purpose of the study and invited students and staff to participate, and only those 

who volunteered or agreed were involved. 

9.2.3.1 Interviews 

In sum, nineteen face-to-face interviews were carried out individually with five third-year female 

English-major students (coded as ES and a number), five teachers from the Department of Foreign 

Languages (two males and three females, coded as ET and a number), five Finance students (two 

males and three females, four third-year students and one fourth-year student, coded as FS and a 

number), and four staff members (two males and two females, coded as FT and a number) from 

the Department of Intemational Trade and Finance. Findings from the pilot study showed that it 

was necessary to interview students starting from the same year, and both males and females 

needed to be involved (see Section 8.3). However, regrettably, there were no male students from 
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the Department of Foreign Languages, and not all the students from the Department of 

International Trade and Finance were in the same year'. The gender of the students and teachers, 

and the year of study are surnmarised in Table 9.1 and Table 9.2 below. 

Table 9.1 Study 2 Main study: Gender of the interviewees 

Department of Foreign Languages Department of International Trade and Finance 

Students Staff Students Staff 

Male 0 2 2 2 

Female 5 3 3 2 

Total 5 5 5 4 

Table 9.2 Study 2 Main study: Year of study of the students 

Department of Foreign Languages Department of International Trade and Finance 

Year 3 5 4 

Year 4 0 1 

Total 5 5 

The interviews lasted approximately thirty minutes on average. For the interviewees' 

convenience, all the interviews took place on campus. The interviews with the students were 

carried out in a quiet garden on campus, and those with the staff members were conducted in their 

individual offices. Seventeen of the nineteen interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed in 

Chinese. As permission was not obtained from the other two participants, only notes were taken 

quickly in these two interviews. 

An explanation of "hidden assumptions" and "inferences" was added to the interview outlines 

(see Appendices 14 and 15), in order to avoid the problems of understanding of these two terms in 

the re-piloting. The example of "hidden assumptions" was taken from Brown and Rutter's (2006) 

Critical Thinkingfor Social Work. 
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9.2.3.2 Classroom observadons 

Altogether five more classes were observed in the Department of Foreign Languages, in addition 

to the one observed in the re-piloting, and four classes were observed in the Department of 

International Trade and Finance. Each class was fifty minutes long and conducted by a different 

teacher. A summary of the titles of the classes observed, the year of the students, and the numbers 

of male and female students in the classes are given in Table 9.3 below. 

Table 9.3 Study 2 Main study: A summary of classes observed 
Department Code Title of course Year of students No. of boys No. of girls Total No. of 

students 
Department 

of Foreign 

A Advanced English 

Reading 

3 6 9 15 

Languages B Comprehensive 

English 

2 6 16 22 

C Interpretation 3 6 9 15 

D Translation 3 4 10 14 

E A History of 
American Literature 

3 0 9 9 

Department F Marketing Research 3 11 11 22 

of 
International 

G Economic Forecast 

and Policy-making 

3 13 7 20 

Trade and H Risk Management 3 13 20 33 

Finance I Human Resources 

Management 

3 29 17 46 

9.2.3.3 Text analysis 

My colleagues in the two departments introduced the purpose for which the assignments would be 

used, and invited students to participate. Only the essays by those who volunteered were collected. 

These essays, according to my colleagues, were a mixture of grades. However, due to what was 

available, most of the dissertations were chosen from the top end, except for the three English ones 

which were written by the student writers of the essays in the pilot study. In order to examine the 

difference between students' argumentation and critical thinking skills in essays and disseriations, 
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the dissertations of the three English students were included. 

In sum, ten assignments (coded as EE and a number) which were single authored by 

third-year English students in early 2007, and five dissertations (coded as ED and a number) which 

were submitted in June 2007, were collected from the Department of Foreign Languages. 

In order to compare the student writing from the two departments, the same number of essays 

(coded as FE and a number) and dissertations (coded as FD and a number) were also collected 

from the Department of International Trade and Finance. The dissertations from this department 

were also submitted in June or July 2007 by students who had graduated by the time of the study. 

Unfortunately, it was hard to use the dissertations of the students whose essays had been analysed 

in the pilot study, because it was difficult to contact them and obtain their permission. Therefore, 

the dissertations used were written either by students who had obtained their bachelor degrees but 

remained at the same university pursuing a Masters degree, or who were still in touch with their 

teachers. Unlike the situation with the Department of Foreign Languages, the essays were not 

single authored, but were written by groups of three to five third-year students, and were submitted 

in December 2007. A summary of the essays and dissertations is given in Appendix 16, along with 

the titles, the length in pages, and the time of submission. 

9.2.4 Ethical considerations 

My colleagues had introduced the purpose of the interviews when they gave a general invitation to 

the students and teachers, and only those who were willing to be interviewed were contacted 

individually. I briefly introduced the nature of the research and the purpose of the data collection at 

the start of each interview. In particular, anonymity and confidentiality were stressed, and the 

interviewees were notified that they had the right to refuse to answer any of the questions. In 

addition, an "Informed Consent Form" (see Appendix 17) was signed by each interviewee after 

they had read the form and agreed to be interviewed. Permission was requested from each 

interviewee before recording, and only two members of academic staff refused to be recorded. 

Classroom observations were also conducted with the oral permission of the teacher and students 

involved. Oral permission from the students whose essays and dissertations were used for text 
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analysis was obtained through the researcher's colleagues in both departments. 

9.2.5 Trustworthiness of the study 

Several different strategies were adopted to increase the trustworthiness of the study. One strategy 

was to collect data from various sources as in the pilot study, for example, both the students and 

the staff, and to employ different methods including interviews, classroom observations, and 

student writing samples, to offset the limitations of any single method (see Stark and Torrance, 

2004; Denscombe, 2007, also see Section 7.2.3). 

Another strategy was to use a series of double checks in the process of data analysis. First of 

all, one of the transcripts was given to one of the researcher's Chinese friends who offered to 

check the consistency between the texts and the audio recording. Except for two errors which were 

caused by typing, the rest of the transcript was considered to be consistent with the audio file. 

Secondly, in order to check the raw data with the sources (Bassey, 1999), two transcripts were 

given back to the teacher participants. Except for some minor mistakes, they had no objections to 

the main body of the transcript. 

Thirdly, an unmarked interview transcript was given to a Chinese sociology student studying 

in the UK who looked through it and highlighted the substantive statements. The substantive 

statements underlined by myself and the sociology student were fairly consistent. We agreed on 

most of the statements which needed to be looked at, but the student tended to mark fewer 

statements than me. For instance, all the 17 statements that the student underlined were among the 

22 1 identified. Since this student was fluent in both English and Chinese, she checked a translation 

of one of the quotes from the interviewees as well, and did not find a misinterpretation in the 

translation. 

Finally, an English writing sample was also analysed by a different Chinese student who was 

doing an MSc in Social Informatics in the UK, after a detailed explanation of the purpose of the 

study and the meaning of each item in the framework. It took him 38 minutes to finish the analysis, 

and no obvious hesitation was detected in the process. The results of his analysis were consistent 

with mine, except for identifying the 8h skill on the CT definition list. Whilst I thought that the 
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skill was not applicable to the sample, the MSc student pointed out that the writer could have used 

it, but not to do so because she was able to argue from another perspective. We agreed on the fact 

that, because of the nature of the sample, many items were not applicable, and it might be unfair to 

assert that the writer lacked critical thinking. 

The third strategy was to use a series of pilot studies. In addition to the pilot study reported in 

Chapter 8, in order to test the new interview outline and Tsui's categories (see Appendices 11,12, 

and 13), re-piloting interviews were conducted with one teacher and one student from the School 

of Economics and Management, and one class was observed and analysed using Tsui's categories 

(see Section 9.2.2). 

The fourth strategy was to allow issues to evolve from study to study and throughout the 

piloting phases (in line with Bassey, 1999). Thus, findings from the first study in the UK triggered 

the second study in China, and all the issues arising from the first study were attended to in the 

second. For instance, the differences found between English-major students and other social 

science students led to the sampling of the two departments in Study 2, and specific attention was 

paid to the relevance between the training and students' CT performance in writing in the two 

departments. 

The fifth strategy was to test the "working hypothesis" against the "analytical statements" 

(Bassey, 1999: 76). The working hypothesis of the study was derived from the literature review, 

that "small culture" tends to have a marked impact on the critical thinking of students. This 

hypothesis was tested against the findings of the empirical studies in the two phases. 

The sixth strategy was to try to describe the context and the process of data collection and 

analysis in detail, or in Guba and Lincoln's (1989) words, to provide a "thick description" (see 

Section 7.2.5), so that the reader can be confident about the findings (Bassey, 1999: 76). 

The seventh strategy was to have the whole process of data gathering and analysis scrutinized 

by others. As suggested by Bassey (1999), the standard scrutiny by the supervisory team was 

supplemented by a colleague of mine who agreed to be the critical reader or a "critical friend" and 

challenged the logic of the argumentation in the key parts of the thesis. 

Finally, a case record was kept for a future potential audit trial (Bassey, 1999). All the 

completed questionnaire, interview audio files, interview transcripts, notes of classroom 

observations, and student writing samples, which were the basis of the case study report, were kept 
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in a secure and systematic way to provide basis for a future audit in an effective way. 

However, there were two weaknesses, which were hard to eliminate due to the nature of the 

project and Chinese traditional culture. Ideally, in the process of data collection and data analysis, 

especially in classroom observations and the analysis of student writing samples, an empirical 

project should have more than one researcher and a high inter-rater reliability, as in Stapleton's 

(2001) study of the writing samples of Japanese students. However, as this was a self-funded 

doctoral research project, it was just not possible to pay others to do part of the research across a 

three-year period. Another weakness lay as reported earlier with the sampling process. The ideal 

would have been to have had randomized samples from the departments. However, personal 

relations still play an important role in Chinese culture and this applies equally to Chinese higher 

education and access to it (Shen, 2000). This serves to make it very difficult for researchers to 

obtain permission from a university or its departments unless one has some personal connections. 

9.2.6 Data analysis 

As all the analysis strategies used in the pilot study, such as the analysis tool for the interview data 

and the analysis framework for texts, had been shown to be effective (see Section 8.3), they were 

all kept in the main study. 

9.3 Findings and discussion 

9.3.1 Findings from the interviews 

All the findings are explained and discussed following the order of the questions in the Interview 

outlines (see Appendices 14 and 15). 
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9.3.1.1 Findings from the interviews with the students 

9.3.1.1.1 Amount and nature of writing for degrees 

Findings from the interviews showed that the students from the two departments had markedly 

different experiences of writing for their degrees. First of all, the English students had to write in 

their second language, English, while Finance students wrote all their essays in their first language. 

This is a very important point, as the language markedly affected their expression of ideas and 

argumentation in essays, and was of considerable concern to the English students, as ESI 

complained: 

Sometimes you know how to say it in Chinese, but you do not know how to say it in 
English. When you translate your ideas into English, you will find the English words 
do not express what you really want to say. I once saw my classmate drafting his 

essay in Chinese first, and then translate it into English. We just do not know how to 
think in English. 

Apart from the language points, what the English students wrote was also significantly 

different from what the Finance students wrote. The writing assignments of the English students 

mainly related to three courses: English Writing, Comprehensive English, and Extensive Reading. 

For the English Writing course, students wrote a short assignment, usually of less than 500 words, 

in each week in the first three months of the term. These assignments had to be written in the 

format and style their tutor introduced that week, for example, how to write a business letter in 

English. Therefore, students did not have much freedom in expressing their ideas in these types of 

writing. However, in the final month of the term, their course tutor from the US assigned them a 

5000-word essay, for which students had the freedom to choose their topics. They could write for 

example an academic essay, or even a story. Since this final essay counted towards the final mark, 

and plagiarism was strictly not allowed, they had to devote more effort and time to it. They also 

had to draft an outline or a plotline and discuss their progress with the tutor each week, and if it 

was an argumentative essay, they had to read widely to collect evidence to support their 

viewpoints. 
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The writing for the other two courses was not as frequent as that for the writing course. The 

students reported that they had two assignments from the Comprehensive English course, and four 

from the Extensive Reading course. Neither of the two tutors had any specific requirements for the 

assignments, and therefore students had considerable freedom as regards the style of writing. The 

topic which the tutor for Comprehensive English specified was only the word "change", and 

students could write any type of text, even a story. For the second assignment, students were 

simply asked to write a short story. The tutor for Extensive Reading usually asked students to write 

a "book report" in which students stated their attitudes or feelings about a book. 

In contrast to the informal writing styles of the English students, the writing of the Finance 

students appeared to be more academic. The interviewees reported that they had four assignments 

of approximately 5000 words in length in the Autumn term as a form of "course project", in which 

they were required to carry out a case study and report the results in a departmentally agreed 

format, with an abstract, a background study, a discussion of the problem, and a conclusion. All 

these projects were to be conducted with the collaboration of about five students. Except for one 

student who claimed that she had undertaken an empirical questionnaire-based survey for the 

project, the remaining four students reported that they had done the project simply by carrying out 

a literature review. Most of the literature came, they said, from the one or two key textbooks 

recommended by the tutor, relevant journals or books in the university library, and information or 

news about the case in question on the Internet. Interviewee FS5 reported that she and her group 

members had searched for high-quality journal articles on databases on the Internet. Unfortunately, 

she also admitted that most of her classmates wrote the essay by copying parts of journal articles 

and pasting them into their own essays, and therefore failed to apply their own ideas and thinking 

to the task. 

Because the language and content were different in the two departments, what students 

considered to be a good essay and what they were worried about when writing also varied. The 

findings suggested that language use was regarded as the most important criterion for assessing an 

article in the Department of Foreign Languages, while all the Finance students believed that an 

original and thought-provoking idea was a key characteristic of a good article. However, one 

common factor between the two groups of students was that they all believed that a good article 

must be supported by sufficient evidence in argumentation. The importance of logic was 
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mentioned by just one interviewee from each group. 

What they worried about in writing was also different. Whereas four of the five English 

students were concerned about the use of language in writing, four of the five Finance students 

were worried by whether their writing was original. English student ES2 also mentioned cultural 

clashes when she discussed an issue with the tutor: 

I'm currently writing about the election in the US but my tutor and I disagree on 
democracy in the two countries. He said Chinese democracy was not a real 
democracy, but I do not think so. But he is the marker and I have to change my own 
viewpoint when writing. 

Other aspects which were each mentioned once by English students ES3, ES4, and ES5 included 

the topic and the outline or plotline. 

In addition to originality, the Finance students also reported that they were worried about the 

sources of literature or data, and the analysis of the data. As Interviewee FS5 explained: 

If the topic concerns Mathematics, or you need to analyse quantitative data, it 
becomes more difficult and complicated. But if you only do a literature review, it is 

much simpler, because you can copy and paste. 

9.3.1.1.2 Critical thinking in student writing 

Findings from the first four questions in Part 2 of the Interview Outline suggested that critical 

thinking, as defined in this study and explained before the questions were asked, was not a 

mysterious concept to the interviewees from both departments, although they still had difficulties 

in understanding some of the skills on the list (see Appendix 7). 

All the interviewees claimed that they knew Skills 1,3,5,6,7, and 9, and only Interviewee 

FS2 reported that she was not familiar with Skill 8. Three English students and two Finance 

students reported that they had never heard about Skills 2 and 10 before, and two English students 

and one Finance student had difficulty in understanding Skill 4. Interviewee ESI reported that 

their American teacher had required them to use Skills 1,3,5,6, and 7 in writing the 5000-word 

essay. ES5 even reported that she had already used these skills when she was preparing for the 
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College Entrance Examination at secondary school. The two finance students FS2 and FS4, who 

were preparing for the advanced study abroad, claimed that these skills were a key part of tests 

such as GMAT (Graduate Management Admission Test) and GRE (Graduate Record Examination), 

in which candidates must show an ability to think logically. Interviewee FS5 had heard about these 

skills before, but she did not know they were critical thinking skills, as her understanding of CT 

covered only the reading skills on the list. According to FS5, a critical thinker needed to maintain 

a sceptical attitude towards what other people said and find the potential problems with their 

arguments. 

After they had understood the meaning of the skills on the list, nine of the ten interviewees 

declared that they needed the skills in reading and writing, especially Interviewees FS I and FS2, 

who expressed an urgent need for them. However, Interviewee ES3 was a bit worried that an 

over-emphasis on these skills might restrict students' creative thinking. Interviewee FS4 reported 

that since most of the topics had been given by the tutors, Skill 7, "to recognise a problem or 

formulate a research question", was not as important as the other skills. Interestingly, Interviewees 

ES2, ES4, FS3, and FS5 claimed that they had already used all these skills unconsciously in their 

writing. That is, they had used them but did not know they were critical thinking skills. Skills 2,4 

and 10 were not as frequently used as the other skills for the following reasons. First, some of the 

interviewees had not been told about them before, so were unaware that they needed to use them. 

Another reason was that they had not developed the habit of thinking deeply about "hidden 

assumptions" or "evaluating evidence", as Interviewee FS4 explained: 

It is a habit of thinking. For many years, we have taken it for granted that all that 

we learned from textbooks is correct. We just accept what the writers say in the 
books and seldom think whether they are correct or not. 

This was particularly common in writing essays which were not considered as very important. For 

Skill 10, Interviewees ES3 and FS5 claimed that they did not usually read their essays again 

because the time was not sufficient and they did not think it was necessary to do so. The 

importance of an assignment to the students appeared to determine how much time and effort they 

would devote to it. Unfortunately, as traditional exams were still the dominant form of assessment, 

essay writing seemed to be less important than exams to the students. In addition, Interviewee FS5 

202 



CHAPTER NfNE 

admitted that although they all had a conclusion section at the end of their essay, there was nothing 

new or constructive in it, as the ideas were all borrowed from other people, because most of her 

classmates wrote essays by copying and pasting sections from other journal articles. 

9.3.1.1.3 The influence of training on students' critical thinking 

The findings from Questions 5 and 6 suggested that the assessments had significantly affected 

students' learning objectives and styles. As the English students had to pass TEM4 (Test for 

English Majors, Level 4) and TEM8 (Test for English Majors, Level 8), unlike the Finance 

students, they were more concerned about training and skills which were directly related to the 

exams. First, they said they urgently needed their teachers to teach exam-related skills. Secondly, 

Interviewees ES I and ES3 reported that reciting beautiful texts was a good way to improve their 

use of language for the tests. Thirdly, they also realised that writing assignments and teachers' 

feedback could help them improve writing skills and critical thinking skills. Interviewees ES I and 

ES2 even claimed that these tests had forced them to practice their writing skills, and therefore 

they positively appreciated the pressure the exams had brought. 

Because there were no such tests for Finance students, none of them mentioned tests or 

reciting as good ways to improve critical thinking skills or writing skills. All of the five Finance 

students claimed that writing course projects could improve their CT skills. Four students reported 

that they had used a lot of the CT skills to prepare for the class presentations. In addition, reading, 

teachers' questioning in class, and group discussion after class were all mentioned by one person 

as facilitating students'CT. 

In terms of the factors which might not be conducive to the development of CT, the most 

ftequently reported factors were the traditional teacher-dominant lectures, and traditional exams 

which did not require students to use these CT skills. Two English students and four Finance 

students believed that classes dominated by the teacher's presentation had considerably restricted 

their own thinking skills, as Interviewee ES5 explained: 

I think we should have plenty of chances to practice these CT skills in the Extensive 

Reading classes, if the teacher gives us an article and asks us to find the key issues in 
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it. However, the teacher only teaches us how to use words or phrases, in order to get 
us ready for the up-coming exams. Your thinking becomes very rigid, and is restricted 
by those words he has introduced. 

In addition, Interviewees FS I and FS5 reported that such teacher-dominant lectures without 

thought-provoking questions led to a habit of passive acceptance of whatever the teacher had said 

in class. All of the five Finance students believed that the traditional exams which were designed 

to assess students' grasp of knowledge taught in class were not helpful to the development of CT. 

Normally, the teachers told students roughly what would be tested in the exams, and then they 

would know what needed to be reviewed and recited. As a result, students had few chances to 

practice CT skills in traditional exams, which were still the main form of assessment in their 

department. 

As teachers play an important role in students' CT, all the student participants were asked 

whether their teachers had ever emphasised or mentioned CT skills. The students' self-reports 

suggested that the writing assignments and CT skills seemed to be more stressed in the 

Department of Foreign Languages than in the Department of International Trade and Finance. 

First of all, four English students reported that their American teacher emphasised the skills 

for their 5000-word essay, as Interviewee ES2 noted: 

He did not give us a list of skills as you have, but he did talk about the skills in 

class. He said we must have logic in our writing. He said that our language did 

not have to be perfect, but the structure and line of argumentation must be clear. 
We must have a topic sentence, etc. 

In addition, the English students ES2 and ES3 thought that CT skills were very important in 

writing tasks in tests such as the TEM4 and TEM8, and the teachers in their department had 

accordingly taught them how to write a concise but coherent passage of the sort required by the 

tests. However, the English students also reported that because they had to write in English, a 

great deal of time in class had been used to increase their language skills, especially the use of 

words and grammar. 

In contrast, the Finance students reported that CT skills had not been emphasised a great deal 

in their departinent. Although they had had a writing course in the first year of study at university, 

the tutor had emphasised grammar more than writing skills. Very few of the other teachers in the 
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department had emphasised these skills. Instead, Interviewee FS4 reported that their teachers only 

required students to follow the academic format of an article, which included an abstract, key 

words, a main body, and a reference list, as in most of the journals. However, according to 

Interviewee FS5, the head of the department worked in a different way from the other staff, as he 

laid more emphasis on students' abilities than on their knowledge. His assignments always 

demanded a degree of "deep" thinking, and the tests he designed required students to use CT skills. 

Unfortunately, it seemed that his teaching style had little influence on the other academic staff in 

the department. 

According to the findings from Questions 8,9,10, and II (see Part 2 in Appendix 14), CT 

was not one of major concerns of most of the teachers in either department, and it appeared that 

CT skills were unlikely to be much improved by writing assignments. This is clear from the 

students' reports of the requirements of the writing assignments given by the various teachers, the 

feedback they had obtained, and what their teachers valued in students' writing. First of all, few of 

the teachers in either department had stressed CT much when they gave their writing assignments. 

In the Department of Foreign Languages, the tutors of Extensive Reading and Comprehensive 

English only had a requirement for word length. The tutor for English Writing required students to 

strictly follow the format introduced that week, for example, the format of an English rdsumd. 

However, for the term essay, the same tutor had emphasised the issue of plagiafism, and asked 

students to submit an outline or plotline before they started writing. As the tutor gave students 

numerous opportunities to discuss their outlines and ideas with him, some of the CT skills had 

been mentioned or discussed in this process. For example, Skills 3,5,7, and 9 were embodied in 

the following response: 

Our tutor looks at the topic we choose. We can only write on those topics he 

considers acceptable. He also points out the vague points in our writing. He does 

not like redundant descriptions or us expressing our feelings in our writing. Instead, 

he said we just need a topic sentence, plus examples to support it. (ES4) 

Unfortunately, this American teacher seemed to be the only one who had stressed certain aspects 

of CT with students in the department. 

In the Department of International Trade and Finance, when assigning an essay, the teachers 

usually gave students an area to write on, reminded them about plagiarism and the format of 
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academic writing, and stressed the value of collaboration between team members. 

Secondly, the students in both departments reported that they had not obtained appropriate 

feedback from their teachers, and the CT skills were not sufficiently stressed or mentioned in the 

feedback they did get, especially in the Department of International Trade and Finance. 

In the Department of Foreign Languages, the Extensive Reading tutor never gave back 

students' assignments, and only pointed out the common problems in the assignments in class, but 

without giving any feedback on individual texts. In addition, students did not know the score for 

their assignments, as writing only accounted for part of the final mark, and they could only see 

their final mark on the university intranet. As a result, students had no idea about their 

performance in writing or how to improve their writing skills. The tutor for Comprehensive 

English offered individual feedback and a score, but she did not explain the criteria for the scores, 

and was more concerned in the feedback about the use of language than about students' writing 

skills or thinking skills. As the students were still working on the 5000-word term essay assigned 

by the tutor for the Writing course at the time of the interviews, they did not know what feedback 

they would obtain on their completed work. However, as discussed earlier, they had obtained a 

great deal of feedback from the tutor on their chapters, which had, they said, helped them improve 

certain CT skills. 

In the Department of International Trade and Finance, although there were requirements 

about the format to adopt and the avoidance of plagiarism, it was hard to estimate the degree to 

which the teachers' expectations had been achieved, because of the poor feedback students 

reportedly obtained and the lack of an efficient evaluation system. The fact that the teachers had 

never given the assignments back to the students and never gave any individual feedback made it 

unclear whether the teacher had ever read them: 

We do not know the criteria for the grades or marks, and we never get any 
individual feedback from the teacher. We do not know how well we did, and 

what our teachers think about our assignments. We just submit them. (FS3) 

Interviewee FS5 also expressed the feeling that writing and CT skills had not been 

appropriately taught in her department, as she was able to produce an "excellent" assignment 

simply by coping and pasting. Students could obtain individual feedback from their tutors in class 
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after their presentations, but this occurred "only occasionally" (Interviewee FS 1). 
I 

In terms of the criteria used to award grades, the students all claimed that they had never been 

given any at all. According to their experience and feedback from the teachers, the English 

students reported that their teachers of Extensive Reading and Comprehensive English considered 

language to be the most important aspect of student writing. The writing course tutor only looked 

to see if format of short assignments was appropriate, but ignored certain aspects of CT, such as 

explanation and evaluation, in the term essay. The Finance students' reports suggested that their 

tutors were in fact concerned about their attitudes towards their writing tasks. They said that the 

tutors seemed to be able to judge how much effort and time students had spend on writing by 

looking at aspects of essays such as format, word length, originality, and references. 

The answers to Question 12 again suggested that the students' leaming needs were 

significantly affected by their assessments. As critical thinking was not one of the main 

educational objectives in the Department of Foreign Languages, none of the five English students 

mentioned CT when they were asked to offer suggestions on the current writing course. Instead, 

they wanted their tutor to teach them skills to cope with the up-coming tests, and help them with 

their grammar. The Finance students expressed a need for reading and writing skills, as they had to 

write course projects which accounted for part of their final mark, but felt they had not been taught 

properly how to write. 

9.3.1.1.4 The question of plagiarism 

Findings from the three questions in Part 3 showed that although the teachers and students in both 

departments had an awareness of plagiarism and the foreign teachers in the departments took this 

issue seriously, plagiarism was still prevalent among students, mainly because there was a clear 

lack of effective measures in both departments to deal with the problem. 

In both departments, there were foreign teachers who might come from a country where 

plagiarism was strictly forbidden, and as a result they objected to plagiarising and often stressed 

the issue to their Chinese students. Thus the English students reported that their American tutor 

had explained clearly what plagiarism was and required them to point out all the sources of 
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literature they used. Failure to do this would incur a fail grade for the course. However, 

Interviewees ESI, ES2, and ES3 admitted that when they wrote short assignments for the 

Extensive Reading and Comprehensive English courses, they did not point out the sources of 

literature if they only used one or two sentences from it, and sometimes, if they paraphrased the 

original words in the literature, they would not point out the sources either. This implies that 

teachers' attitudes actually affected students' attitudes as well as their performance. In addition, 

the culture of an institute as a whole can play an important role. Thus, Interviewees ES 1, ES3, and 

ES4, for example, reported that it was common for students to use other writers' findings or ideas 

to support their own, without pointing out the sources. 

The Finance students also claimed that they knew about plagiarism because they had had an 

American teacher in the first year of their study at the university, and several students had failed 

his course due to plagiarism. Unfortunately, because some of the Chinese teachers in the 

department, especially those teaching option courses, did not have an effective means of dealing 

with plagiarism or did not intend to take any measures to stop it, and gave students the impression 

that their writing assignments were not very important, students usually did not treat such 

assignments very seriously. This appeared to be one of the key reasons why plagiarism was still 

prevalent among students, as noted by all five Finance students. However, Interviewee FS5 

pointed out that students treated their dissertations more seriously, as there were clear regulations 

about plagiarism in dissertations and the teachers' awareness and attitudes towards it were 

evidently stronger than for normal assignments. 

In addition to the influence of the culture of the institute, the students were affected by the 

social cultures as well, for example, that of their friends and even families, as Interviewee FS5 

explained: 

My father tells me that borrowing ideas from others or using just a few words 
from other people is not a kind of plagiarism. He says that plagiarism means you 

copy the whole article of other writers. My father used other people's words in 

his writing as well, and his book has been published. 

Furthermore, effective measures were far from enough in both departments. The English and 

Finance interviewees reported that only the foreign teachers in their department gave those who 

had committed plagiarism a fail grade. None of the Chinese teachers in the departments would 
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give students a fai I grade even if they copied a great deal. Interviewees FS I and FS4 reported that 

some Chinese teachers would warn them orally when assigning the writing tasks, and gave a lower 

mark if one committed plagiarism. Interviewee FS5 reported that some teachers tried to avoid 

plagiarism by giving students a very narrow area to write on, and thereby limiting the number of 

articles which could potentially be copied. Interviewees FS2 and FS5 also claimed that the oral 

warning was often useless if the teacher did not take other measures, such as a severe punishment, 

or if they did not read what students had written. 

9.3.1.2 Findings from the interviews with the academic staff 

Ten questions were discussed with nine academic staff, five from the Department of Foreign 

Languages and four from the Department of International Trade and Finance. The following 

findings were derived from the answers to the ten questions in Appendix 15. 

9.3.1.2.1 Main problems with student writing 

Interestingly, use of language in writing seemed to be one of the teacher participants' main 

concerns in both departments. Four English teachers were concerned about students' grammar and 

word use, the impact of Chinese on their English writing, and the use of an informal style in 

academic writing. Finance teacher FT3 was also worried about students' use of a colloquial style 

in academic writing, whereby many students used language found on Internet forums. In addition, 

Finance teacher FTI claimed that some of his students did not know how to express their ideas 

accurately or concisely. This seemed to be very frustrating to him, as Chinese was the students' 

first language and they should, he felt, have no problems with Chinese writing after many years of 

literacy education. 

Another salient problem in student writing was felt to be a lack of thinking skills required for 

writing. Two English teachers and two Finance teachers were not satisfied with students' logical 

thinking, as ETI explained: 
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Some students do not know the basic structure of an article, in which you need an 
introduction, main body, and a conclusion. For each paragraph, they do not know 
there should be a topic sentence and examples or findings to support your claims. 
Besides, there is a lack of objectivity and cohesion in their writing. I think this is 
primarily due to a lack of appropriate training in writing. 

In addition, English teacher ET3 claimed that students' thinking was also affected by their first 

language, in the sense that they tended to think in Chinese and then translate their ideas into 

English. English teacher ET4 was also worried about the depth of thinking, or rather the lack of it: 

It seems that most of the students think about a question in a very similar way. 
They have no individual ideas and do not think very deeply. I don't know if their 
thinking has been restricted by traditional education, or they want to protect 
themselves, or they have not been taught how to think critically or independently. 

English teacher ET5 reported that another problem with students' thinking was that generally, 

students did not know how to critique or express different views on a question. 

Several possible reasons for the above problems were suggested by the teachers. English 

teacher ETI and Finance teacher FTI both believed that students needed more training in writing, 

especially academic writing. Another possible reason, according to Finance teacher FT2, was that 

most of the students were pragmatic: 

As most of their future employers will not pay attention to applicants' writing 
abilities and writing is not the main form of assessment at the university, many 
students do not take writing assignments seriously. Nobody realises that their 

abilities can be improved, or that their thinking horizons can be broadened, or 
that knowledge can be accumulated through writing. 

Although most of the teachers interviewed tended to treat the students as a homogeneous 

group with problems, two of them, ET I and ET2, did recognise that there was variation: students 

differed a great deal, as some of them could argue logically, and some of them could use English 

more competently than others. 

A comparison of these findings with those from the interviews with the students (see Section 

9.3.1.1.1) showed that what the English students were worried about was fairly consistent with 

what the English teachers reported about students' difficulties in writing. Language appeared to be 
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of the greatest concern to both the students and teachers. However, it seemed that the Finance 

students had not realised. the problem of language use and logical thinking in their writing, as 

reported by the Finance teachers. 

9.3.1-2.2 Plagiarism in student writing 

According to the discussions with the teachers, plagiarism was indeed prevalent among students. 

English teachers ETI, ET2, and ET4 all reported that in the Department of Foreign Languages, 

students tried to avoid committing plagiarism in writing short assignments, as this could be easily 

identified by the teachers. It was, however, very common in students' dissertations. However, in 

the Department of International Trade and Finance, plagiarism could be found, the teachers said, 

both in students' term essays and in their dissertations. 

Evidence derived from the teacher interviews showed that plagiarism was mainly felt to be 

caused by the following two factors. First of all, two English teachers and four Finance teachers 

reported that many students did not realise that they had committed plagiarism, due to a lack of 

education and the influence of the social and institutional culture, as explained by English teacher 

ETI: 

I do not think students commit plagiarism on purpose. On the contrary, I think 
this is the problem of our education system. Our education system does not tell 

students what ethical issues they need to pay attention to, but as far as I know, 

educators in many foreign countries do this... It is also the culture of the 
institute or society. Students take it for granted that it is not wrong to use other 
people's ideas or words in their writing, as many people around them have 
done it, including those people who have published articles in domestic 
journals. 

English teacher ET2 also claimed that Chinese social culture had encouraged students to cite 

well-known sayings or words of famous people in students' (Chinese) writing for a long time. She 

said this tradition might have influenced students' English writing as well. 

In addition, the teachers agreed that there was a lack of severe punishments for plagiarism. 

None of the nine interviewees reported that they would give students a fail grade if they identified 
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plagiarism in students' dissertations, as there was a consideration for students' feelings. 

Interviewees; ET I, ET2, and ET4 reported that in their final year, many undergraduates had to face 

the pressure ofjob hunting and had not paid much time and attention to their dissertations. Most of 

the teachers understood the students' situations, and only asked students to rewrite their 

dissertations if they did commit obvious plagiarism. Because the term essays were not the main 

means of assessment in either department, the teachers had not taken them very seriously, and 

therefore only gave a lower score, or asked students to rewrite the essays. 

The teachers' reports on plagiarism were highly consistent with the students', as they all 

agreed that plagiarism was still prevalent among students mainly because writing assignments 

were not very important in assessment and measures to deal with this issue were not sufficiently 

severe. 

9.3.1.2.3 What is valued in student writing 

The teachers' answers to Question 4 showed that what they valued in students' writing was very 

consistent with what they thought the main problems of student writing were. Three English 

teachers and three Finance teachers claimed that language was one of the key factors of a good 

piece of student writing. In particular, the three English teachers reported that they would first 

look at the accuracy and fluency of the English, for example, the grammar and the connecting 

words between paragraphs. The Finance teachers, on the other hand, were mainly concerned about 

whether students could express their meanings clearly and concisely. 

In addition to the language, criteria on which the teacher participants assessed a student essay 

included thinking abilities. For example, English teachers ETI and ET3 and Finance teacher FTI 

stated explicitly that they expected logical thinking by students, as ETI noted: 

I want students to have a clear line of argumentation, including a viewpoint and 

sufficient and appropriate evidence to support the point. 

Although the Finance teachers FT2 and FT4 did not mention logical thinking by students, they 

were both particularly concerned about whether students had a research question, an appropriate 
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method to deal with the question, and whether they achieved any results. ET2, ET4, and FT3 

expected their students to go beyond the ordinary thinking mode and think deeply about the 

underlying reasons for phenomena. Finance teacher FT3 was very interested in students' research 

questions. In general, a comparison of the findings with the CT skills showed that the points the 

interviewees mentioned were similar to the 5th, 7th, 8th, and 9th CT skills. 

English teacher ETI valued the originality of students' writing. She also claimed that her 

expectations for graduate students were different from those for undergraduate students: 

I would expect graduate students' writing to be more coherent and cohesive than 
undergraduates', and I would treat the need for the research questions and 
references in graduate students' dissertations as being greater than for 
undergraduate essays. 

A comparison of the teachers' answers to this question with those of the students suggests 

that the communication between English teachers and students seemed to be more effective than 

that between Finance teachers and students, as the English students knew exactly what their 

teachers valued in their writing, while the Finance students did not. The two most important 

aspects suggested by the Finance teachers, namely language and logical thinking, were not what 

the students had reported their teachers valued. 

9.3.1.2.4 Teachers' criteria for marking 

The teachers' responses to this question were fairly consistent with those to Question 4. The two 

most important factors were the language and the argumentation in students' writing, which were 

stressed by five and six teachers respectively. Apart from these two points, two English teachers 

and one Finance teacher reported that they would give students a higher mark if their ideas were 

particularly creative or unique. English teacher ET5 and Finance teacher FT4 also mentioned the 

references in students' assignments, because these could show whether students had read the key 

literature. Interestingly, English teacher ETI claimed that her current criteria for marking were 

different from those she had used when she started her teaching career. At the beginning, because 

of a lack of teaching experience, she only looked at grammar and language use, but as experience 
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accumulated, she began to pay more attention to students' ideas and argumentation when she 

marked. Finance teacher FT3 claimed that when she marked she looked at the organization and the 

structure of students' essays, and the originality of the content. None of the teachers reported that 

they had given students a written document about the criteria for marking. These two findings 

support the Finance students' answers to the question about what their teachers valued in student 

writing, and the question about whether there were any criteria for teachers' marking (see Section 

9.3.1.1.3). 

9.3.1.2.5 Teachers' feedback on student writing 

All the five English teachers reported that they had assigned students short essays and given brief 

written feedback on student's work, pointing out the strengths and weaknesses and concerning 

aspects such as language use and argumentation. However, the Finance teachers all admitted that 

they only summarised the strengths and weaknesses of the whole class and did not give individual 

feedback. Because of excessive workload, they did not give students' assignments back either. 

These findings were fairly consistent with the students' reports on the feedback they obtained from 

their teachers in Section 9.3.1.1.3. 

As regards dissertations, however, all the teachers claimed that they had frequent tutorial 

meetings with students, in which they discussed the outlines and the problems of students' drafts. 

9.3.1.2.6 Teachers'views on critical thinking in education 

The teachers' self reports of their views of the importance of CT in education indicated that CT 

played an important role in education, but that Chinese students were felt to be weak in CT in 

general. 

The teachers believed that CT was the fundamental basis of academic research and 

argumentation. A typical explanation came from FT 1: 
0 
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I'm afraid CT is the most important thing in education. It is the basis of modem 
scientific methodology. 

In addition, FT3 claimed that the CT skills on the list would be conducive to students' independent 

thinking. 

However, four English teachers and one Finance teacher stated explicitly that their students 

were particularly deficient in CT, because CT was not given enough attention in the Chinese 

education system and current teaching and learning practices were not conducive to developing it. 

FT2 even reported that he had never come across the concept or thought about it until his own 

child was accepted by a Hong Kong university where CT was one of the educational objectives. 

ET3 admitted that students' individuality had been ignored by teachers in China for a long time. In 

particular, English teacher ETI pointed out that her students were not good at the 2'd 4 th 6 th 
, 8'h , 

and 10 th skills on the list, but the 5th skill was closely related to students' experience and reading 

habits. A comparison of these findings with the students' self reports of their use of CT skills (in 

Section 9.3.1.1.2) suggests that the students were weaker in CT in their teachers' eyes than in their 

own, or the teachers had higher expectations which had not been communicated effectively to the 

students. 

The teachers' self reports showed that the key reason for students' deficiency in CT was that 

the current teaching and learning practices were not conducive to the development of CT. The 

pedagogical practices which the teachers believed were facilitative of CT were either not 

emphasised or even ignored in teaching and leaming practice. 

The teachers' reports suggested that encouraging students' active involvement in learning 

activities tended to improve their CT skills. Activities which required students' active involvement 

included the following: writing assignments or essay exams (reported by four teachers); classroom 

discussions (reported by two Finance teachers); classroom debates (reported by ET3); students' 

presentation (reported by ET3); and teachers' appropriate questioning in class (reported by ET I ). 

In addition, both ET4 and FT I claimed that students needed to be trained systematically to use CT 

skills, as the following quotation from FTI indicates: 

We should teach students some basic principles, for example, how to pose a 

question, what research methods need to be used, and how to provide evidence to 

support your findings and conclusions. I think this is very important. 
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However, evidence from the interviews suggested that these activities were not given much 

attention in either department. Three teachers reported that most of their current classes were still 

dominated by teacher's presentations. Finance teacher FT2 provided the following explanation for 

this: 

The current teaching mode, I mean the way the teacher conducts a class, is not 
conducive to CT. The teacher uses most of the time in a class to present materials 
and the students just listen passively. Especially in a big class, you are unable to 
ask questions and student discussion is impossible. Even if students were not 
listening, or were sleeping, we would not interfere. 

Furthermore, three teachers claimed that the amount of writing assigned to students was far from 

enough, as ET4 noted: 

In China, reciting and exams are more emphasised than writing, unlike in western 
countries. Students have no chances to think independently about the whole 
procedure of an activity, for example, to do an experiment and write a report. 

In addition, two teachers reported that there was a lack of interaction between teachers and 

students, and two teachers attributed students' deficiency in CT to a lack of appropriate training in 

CI A lack of reading was reported by FT I as one of the factors which might inhibit students' CT 

as well. 

According to teachers ET3, FTI, and FT3, the teacher-dominant lectures and a lack of 

writing and interaction could be attributed to the current forms of assessment. ET3 complained 

that the current exams had largely limited students' thinking, as most of the questions were 

designed to have only one answer. Further, FTI reported that students only needed to recite the 

points the teachers had highlighted before the exams. 

According to FTI, other reasons could be the teachers' excessive workloads and the 

education PolicY of the government: 

The government has just announced an evaluation system of educational quality 

at undergraduate level. There are regulations about the forms of exams. As 

writing as a form of exam is not encouraged in the system, and marking 

assignments demands a great deal of time, most of the teachers do not bother to 

do that. Students do not like writing either. The normal exams which assess 
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students' mastery of knowledge in the textbooks are much easier for both 
students and teachers. 

English teacher ETI also believed that teachers' attitudes towards the relationship between 

the teachers and students would affect the degree to which students' were involved in lessons. She 

explained that some teachers still held the old view that teachers were the authoritative sources of 

knowledge and students had no right to question them. In such a relationship, students had to 

accept all that the teachers had taught. She suggested that teachers should discard the old ideas and 

give students more chance to express their own ideas. 

When asked about the measures they had taken to foster students' CT, as CT was not 

emphasised or required in exams, none of the teachers reported that they had deliberately designed 

any teaching activities to improve students' CT skills, although the three English teachers ETI, 

ET2, and ET3 claimed that some of the activities in their class might require students to use some 

of the skills on the list. For example, ET2 had asked students to summarise passages, and this 

required students to use the I St 3 rd 
, and 9th CT skills. FT3 stated that some of the questions in her 

exams might require students to draw inferences and explain the bases for their claims. However, 

she admitted quite freely that CT was not her main teaching objective. FTI said he encouraged 

students to read broadly, but this task was only optional and not assessed in exams. FT2 reported 

that students needed to use almost all of the CT skills in their dissertations, but he admitted that 

this was far from enough practice. ETI pointed out that teachers' personalities were also an 

important factor, as some teachers were inclined to try different teaching activities and encourage 

students to speak in class, while others tended not to do so. 

Interestingly, the English students' answers to the question of what teaching and learning 

activities improved students' CT were different from those of the English teachers. While English 

students believed that the tests required practice in CT skills, the English teachers did not mention 

this point. The Finance students' answers to this question were, on the other hand, basically 

consistent with those of the Finance teachers. On the question of what activities inhibited the 

development of CT, all the students and teachers from both departments agreed on 

teacher-dominant classes and the traditional forms of exams. However, while the students, 

especially the Finance students, were not satisfied with the amount of feedback they received from 

their teachers, and complained about the teachers' failure to mention CT skills in their feedback, 
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the teachers attributed the students' deficiency in CT to a lack of writing assignments and of 

interaction between the teachers and the students. The teachers further explained the underlying 

reasons for these phenomena by pointing out the problems with the current education policies. 

9.3.1.3 Summary of the interviews 

The main purpose of conducting this interview survey was to explore the effect of the education 

students received at undergraduate level on their critical thinking. The following conclusions were 

drawn on the basis of the above findings. 

First of all, the English students had considerably different experiences of writing from the 

Finance students. While the English students wrote in English and in a variety of styles, the 

Finance students mainly wrote course essays in their first language. The assignments of the 

English students were also markedly shorter than those of the Finance students. However, 

normally, the Finance students worked in groups of around five members. The differences between 

the two departments in the nature of writing and what the students and staff valued and worried 

about in student writing showed that the English course seemed to be more skills-based and less 

academic or theoretical than the Finance course in general. As a result, Finance students could 

possibly have had more chance to apply argumentative and CT skills to their writing than English 

students. Interestingly, whilst both the students and the staff members from the Department of 

Foreign Languages considered language use to be the most difficult aspect of student writing, it 

seemed that the Finance students did not realise they had problems with language as reported by 

the Finance teachers. Further, very few Finance students appeared to worry about thinking skills, 

even though these were one of the main concerris of their teachers, 

Secondly, there seems to be a discrepancy between the students' and teachers' views on 

students' CT ski I Is. The students' reports showed that CT was not a complete mystery to them and 

that they had indeed used most of the skills unconsciously when writing, except for Skills 2,4, and 

10, which were largely dependent on how important the writing tasks were to them. However, the 

teachers' reports showed that students were very weak in CT Given that there was little feedback 

by teachers on student writing or interaction between teachers and students, one possible reason 
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for this discrepancy could be that the teachers had high expectations of students as regards CT, but 

had not conveyed this efficiently to them. Findings from the interviews with the students also 

showed that teachers' attitudes towards the writing task had greatly affected students' attitudes and 

their use of CT skills. For instance, students would not re-read their essays if they thought their 

tutors did not take them seriously. In addition, students' use of CT skills was influenced by the 

forms of assessment. If the essays did not contribute to the final mark and the CT skills were not 

tested in traditional exams, it was hard for students to pay much attention to CT. 

Thirdly, writing was not given enough attention by either students or teachers, especially in 

the Department of International Trade and Finance. This conclusion was derived from the 

following findings: plagiarism was still prevalent among the students; writing was not one of the 

key forms of assessment; the requirements were not detailed or precise enough for the assignments, 

and the feedback was insufficient. However, findings also showed that the English students were 

more satisfied with both the help and the feedback received from their teachers than were the 

Finance students. 

Lastly, CT skills were not paid appropriate attention in either department. The students' 

reports showed that their teachers seldom mentioned CT in their requirements or feedback on 

writing tasks, and CT skills were unlikely to be much improved by what writing was done. The 

teachers reported that the current teaching and learning practices were not conducive to the 

development of CT. For example, the courses were mostly conducted with teacher-dominant 

lectures, and there was a lack of writing assignments and teacher-student interaction. All these 

seemed to be closely related to the government's education policy, which did not take CT skills 

into account, and the culture of the department, the institute, or even society. 

9.3.2 Findings from the classroom observations 

Five classes were observed in the Department of Foreign Languages and four in the Department of 

International Trade and Finance, with each class lasting 50 minutes. The five classes observed in 

the Department of Foreign Languages were as follows: 

Class A Advanced English Reading, 
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Class B Comprehensive English, 

Class C Interpretation, 

Class D Translation, 

Class EA History of American Literature. 

The four classes observed in the Department of International Trade and Finance were: 

Class IF Market Research, 

Class G Economic Forecast and Policy-making, 

Class H Risk Management, 

Class I Human Resources Management. 

A summary of the classroom observation data is given in Tables 9.4 and 9.5 below. The questions 

posed in class were classified using Tsui's categories (a detailed explanation of the categories can 

be found in Appendix 13), and three more categories were added after the re-piloting, "number of 

questions with no answers", "number of questions answered by one student", and "number of 

questions answered by the instructor" (see Section 9.2.2). The purpose of classifying the questions 

using these categories was to examine the impact of interactions and discussions in class on the 

likely development of CT in students. 

Table 9.4 Study 2 Main study: A summary of classroom observation data in the Department of 
Foreign Languages 

A B C D E Mean 

Class size 15 22 15 14 9 15 

Total number of questions 8 17 
1 

27 10 
1 

14 15.2 

Number of questions with no answers 1 3 0 2 0 1.2 

Number of questions answered by one student 0 0 25 7 2 6.8 

Number of questions answered by the instructor 2 3 0 0 9 2.8 

Number of questions posed by students 0 0 0 0 01 0 

Number of questions with multiple responses 5 11 2 1 3 4.4 

Number of students responding to students 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Number of student participations in class discussions N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Number of student challenges 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Number of volunteered comments 0 0 0 0 0 0 

LNumber 
of compliment.,, by professor 1 

01 0 11 0 
10 

02 
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Table 9.5 Study 2 Main study: A summary of classroom observation data in the Departinent of 
International Trade and Finance 

F G H I Mean 

Class size 22 20 33 46 30.25 

Total number of questions 21 4 4 7 4.25 

Number of questions with no answers 0 2 1 01 0.75 

Number of questions answered by one student I 1 1 3 1.5 

Number of questions answered by the instructor 0 0 0 3 Oý75 

Number of questions posed by students 0 0 1 0 0.25 

Number of multiple responses 1 1 2 1 1.25 

Number of students responding to students 0 0 0 0 0 

Number of student participations in the class discussions N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Number of student challenges 0 0 0 0 0 

Number of volunteered comments 0 0 0 0 0 

Number of compliments by professor 1 0 0 0 0.25 

Tables 9.4 and 9.5 showed that the average class size in the Department of International Trade 

and Finance was more than twice that in the Department of Foreign Languages, while the average 

number of questions posed in class was about one-third. In fact, the classroom observations in the 

Department of International Trade and Finance showed that most of the class time was dominated 

by the tutor's presentation, with only occasional questions asked by the tutor. The tables also 

showed that there were questions unanswered, or answered by the instructor rather than by the 

students, in both departments. In particular, nine of the total of fourteen questions were answered 

by the tutor herself in Class E. Only one question was asked by the students in Class H in the 

Department of International Trade and Finance, while in the other classes, questions were all posed 

by the tutor. Unfortunately, there were no class discussions or small group activities in any of the 

classes observed, and as students rarely asked any questions, there were no student responses to 

another student, no student challenges, and no volunteered comments from students in either 

department. The number of compliments by the tutor in class was extremely low in both 

departments as well (only one in each department). 

In terms of the nature of the questions, most of the questions were asked by the tutor in order 

to check whether students had understood the language points (in the Department of Foreign 

Languages), and some concepts (in the Department of International Trade and Finance), rather 

than to foster students' in-depth thinking of an issue. For example, in Class C, in which 

conspicuously more questions Nvere posed than in the other classes, 25 of the 27 qtle"tions %ýere 
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asked in order to get a translation of a specific sentence or paragraph from a student. In Class B, 

the tutor asked questions about the words or grammatical points, and most of these were couched 

as yes/no questions. 

All these findings suggested that classroom interactions and discussions which would be 

expected to develop CT in students (Tsui, 2002) were not emphasised in any of the classes 

observed. This also implied that students'CT could hardly be improved by attending these kinds of 

classes. 

9.3.3 Findings from the text analysis 

In order to examine the critical thinking skills of Chinese undergraduate students in academic 

writing, ten student essays (coded as EE and a number) and five undergraduate dissertations 

(coded as ED and a number) were collected from the Department of Foreign Languages, along 

with ten essays (coded as FE and a number) and five dissertations (coded as FD and a number) 

from the Department of International Trade and Finance. Although the samples were different 

from those in the pilot study, the analysis framework used was the same, as it had proved to be 

effective in exploring CT skills in student writing (see Section 8.3). The report of the findings will 

start from the discussion of the English students' essays, then summarise the Finance students' 

essays, then the English students' dissertations, and finally the Finance students' dissertations. 

9.3.3.1 The English essays 

The essays were written by ten third-year undergraduate English-major students. Students were 

required to write on the importance of liberal arts in the college curriculum, the topic being 

assigned by the tutor for Comprehensive English. All the essays are less than 500 words in length, 

and seem to be argumentative, as the writers try to provide evidence to support their claims 

through their writing. The following are the results of the analysis using the evaluation framework 

combining Andrews's (2007) seven principles and four aspects of a critical approach, plus the set 
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of critical thinking skills derived from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002) (see list in Appendix 7 and 

Appendix 10). 

It seems that Andrews's first principle is not a problem for the writers of these ten essays, as it 

is evident that there is only one authorial voice, probably due to the fact that the writers did not 

need to refer to any published literature. As regards the second principle, "having a balance 

between the personal voice and the impersonal voice", all the writers wrote in a "personal" voice 

using "I" or "we", giving their opinions and/or stating what the reader should do or think. Except 

for EE08, in which there is a brief explanation of what subjects should be included in the domain 

of liberal arts, there is little or no awareness of the need to clarify key concepts. There are no 

examples of "classification" or "categorisation" in any of the ten essays. A possible reason for this 

could be that the key concept "liberal arts" had been explained in their textbook, and therefore they 

did not think it was necessary to explain it again. 

With respect to Andrews's fourth and fifth principles, "logical or quasi-logical structure 

momentum" and explicit connection, all ten writers argued in a very similar way. The essays start 

with the same contradictory point that liberal arts in college education is not regarded as important 

by some people, and try to argue against this view, by providing evidence to support a conclusion 

that liberal arts should indeed be kept in the college curriculum. From this angle, it seems that the 

line of argumentation is obvious in each essay. However, the cohesion of the essays varies. Whilst 

the connections between and within each paragraph are clear and explicit in essays EE04 and 

EE05, they are not frequent in the other essays. 

A further examination of the essays with respect to the 6 th and 7 th principles and the four 

aspects of a critical approach showed that the writers do not display strong abilities in 

evidence-oriented critical thinking. First of all, there are very few traces of "aspects of the 

discourse of an essay or paper". All the writers show a strong subjective approach to arguing by 

simply appealing to their personal experiences, or to knowledge which the writers assume to be 

true but do not adequately justify the points made, and thus there is a clear lack of sound evidence 

for the claims made. EE06 is a good example of this: 

First, college students are always considered to be of better qualities. What can 

show the better qualities? Their words and behaviour count more than their 

knowledge of technology. Students who take the art courses are certainly superior 
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to those who not because the former are improved by art, which supplies a sense 
or an ability to know beauty. 

Secondly, all the writers only use examples which are supportive of their conclusions, and ignore 

other possible contrary arguments. There is little evidence of their "evaluating different sources" 

either. Thirdly, eight of the writers try to persuade the readers of the general point that liberal arts 

are important to human civilization or of advantage to their personal development, and they seem 

to divert attention away from the original focus of the topic that liberal arts should be included in 

college education. As the key phrase "college education" is missing in their argumentation, the 

examples and evidence they provide has little relevance to their conclusions. Finally, because the 

writers did not base their conclusions on findings from other studies, it is hard to say whether they 

could read sceptically or critically. 

As far as the CT skills derived from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002) are concemed, because 

there is no evidence of reading before or during the writing, the first five skills are not embodied in 

the ten essays. As regards the 6 th skill, all the ten essays have a conclusion paragraph. However, as 

discussed above, because there is a lack of sound evidence, none of the conclusions is very 

convincing. There are two other common faults with the conclusions. One is that six of them do 

not answer the question of whether liberal arts should be maintained in college education at all, for 

instance: 

To sum up, if you are eager to live a more successful and more enjoyable life, 

then take liberal arts as your lifelong courses. (EE05) 

The other problem is that the two writers of EEO I and EE06, introduce new premises to support 

their conclusions in the paragraph, rather than surnmarise the previous points, and as a result, give 

readers the impression that it is not a conclusion section. 

As the topic was assigned by their tutor, it is hard to judge whether the students could 

recognise a problem or formulate a research question. As regards the 8 th skill, it seems that the 

writers were able to approach the issue from different angles, by explaining reasons for their 

claims, although their reasons might not be very convincing. The 9th skill is not clearly embodied 

in the essays, as the evidence the writers provide can hardly support their points. Unfortunately, 

the IOh skill is completely absent from the essays, since none of the writers show any evidence of 
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reflecting on their own reasoning. 

In addition to reasoning problems in the essays, there are other problems. First of all, 

language seems to greatly affect students' expression of their ideas, and grammatical errors or even 

spelling errors are prevalent in most of the samples. in addition, it was evidently hard for the 

writers to think in English. Evidence for this comes from clear traces of translation from Chinese 

into English, or the use of Chinese syntax. A typical example is the following excerpt from EEO I 

which was clearly translated from Chinese: 

If you want to follow the society, you'd better follow the art courses to increase 
your various knowledge. (Pinyin: ruguo ni xiang genshang shehui, ni zuihao xuexi 
yishu kecheng lai tigao gezhong zhishi. ) 

In sum, except for Andrews's Is' principle and the 8h CT skill, the other points are either not 

applicable to the essays, (the first five CT skills), or inappropriately applied, (the 6 th and gth CT 

skills). The writers seem to argue at all times in a very informal style without sound evidence. 

9.3.3.2 The Finance essays 

Ten essays (coded as FE and a number) were collected from the Department of International Trade 

and Finance. Each essay was completed by a group of four or five third-year undergraduates in 

collaboration, for the 2007 Financial Management course. The essays vary markedly in their word 

length from just eight pages to 39 pages, and are presented in different styles. The designs of the 

cover pages are all different and the fonts vary as well. In addition, there is a reference list in five 

of the ten essays, but not in the other five. However, in the main body, only the writers of FE06 

pointed out part of the sources of the words or ideas they had borrowed from others. Plagiarism 

thus appears to be prevalent among the texts. This is highly consistent with the findings from both 

the teacher and student interviews. It also indicates that the course tutor gave students a great deal 

of freedom to do the project, and maybe she was more concerned about how much the students 

could learn through the process of collecting materials and arranging them in a reasonable order, 

than about producing an improvement in students' thinking skills. However, even though the 
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students completed most parts of the essays by simply copying and pasting, or in Abasi and 
Akbari's (2008) words "patchwriting", the quality and arrangement of the materials could still 

reflect the effort the students had put into the essay and their thinking skills. 

Andrews's first principle of argumentation, "a single authorial voice", is satisfactorily 

embodied in seven of the ten essays. However, in essays FEO 1, FE06, and FE07 the writers explain 

an idea or event in the voice of the original author of the copied texts. 

The writers of the essays did not have difficulties in using Andrews's second principle, 

keeping "a balance between the personal voice and the impersonal voice", probably because they 

copied the texts from published books and articles or official websites of companies, most of 

which had been carefully constructed. 

Andrews's third principle, "a vertical and paradigmatic structure and organization", is 

adequately embodied in the ten essays. For example, in FE07, the writers first offer a definition of 

the key concept, MBO (Management buy-out), and then explain different types of MBO, essential 

factors and evaluation standards of a successful MBO, and give a detailed explanation of various 

relevant financing strategies. This is likely to help those readers who are not familiar with the area 

to understand the rest of the article. However, the writers seem to have used too many words, 

specifically, 13 pages out of the 21 of the complete essay, to explain the concepts, and they leave 

little space for case analysis; as a result, they give readers an impression that this is primarily an 

explanatory and descriptive text, rather than an exploratory and analytical one. This problem not 

only exists with this essay, but can be found in FE05, FE09, and FE 10 as well. 

In terms of Andrews's fourth and fifth principles, a clear logic can be found in four of the ten 

essays (FEO 1, FE06, FE08, and FE09). All four start with an introduction in which the research 

questions and how the questions would be tackled are explained. There is an introduction to the 

main theories used, or the background of the case study, an analysis of the cases in question, and 

conclusions and even suggestions. The connections between sections are not necessarily 

articulated, but it is not hard for the readers to understand the argument. A representative example 

comes from FE06, which explores the underlying reasons for the failure of expansion and 

globalization of a well-known electronic company in China. The structure of this essay is fairly 

conventional, starting with an abstract and key words before the contents and the main body. There 

are six chapters, which are listed in the contents and indicate an explicit line of argumentation. The 
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first three chapters are used to introduce the history of global mergers and acquisitions, the 

globalization of Chinese companies, the history of the company in question and its global mergers 

and acquisitions in the past few years, and lastly theories of global mergers and acquisitions. 

Chapter four mainly focuses on the reasons for the company's failure in this area. Chapters five 

and six investigate the risks of overseas mergers and acquisitions, discuss strategies to cope with 

these risks, and offer suggestions on the future development of the company. However, this essay 

is not without problems. One is that not all the sources of the information or ideas are given, 

although there are footnotes, something which is absent in all the other essays. In addition, there 

are numerous language errors, suggesting that the writers had not read through the assignment 

before they submitted it. 

However, the other six essays not only have these two problems, but also have argumentation 

problems. For example, in essays FE03, FE04, FE05, FE07, there is no explanation of the purpose 

of the study, and there is no question or problem to solve. In addition, the links between sections 

are not clear in FE03, FE04, and FE 10, and it is hard for readers to know why the cases are being 

cited. In PE02, some parts are even self-contradictory. FE05 is perhaps the worst among them, as 

the whole essay focuses on an explanation of two concepts, so is presented using a descriptive 

approach rather than an argumentative or critical one. The style of the essay is more like a 

textbook which a teacher could use to present a concept in class. There is little evidence of any 

"logical or quasi-logical structure". Unfortunately, even though it is evident that the information 

presented in the essay is borrowed from other work, there is no reference to the sources involved. 

As regards the sixth principle, because most of the writers completed their essays by copying 

sections from other articles or books which were already published, six of the ten essays do show 

certain "aspects of the discourse of an essay or paper, such as diction, an academic tone, a 

detached, disinterested energy". However, there are language problems which seem to be caused 

by careless typing or copying in four other essays. 

Unfortunately, none of the ten essays demonstrates Andrews's four aspects of a critical 

approach to argumentation, as there is no evaluation of different sources, no mention of 

contradictory views, no evidence that the authors had read sceptically, and because of the absence 

of these three, a lack of an objective attitude. All the essays give readers the impression that the 

writers had borrowed words or ideas from other people and take it for granted that the points 
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concerned are truths or facts. It seems that the authors had no awareness of a critical approach, or 

even an argumentative approach, at all. 

As six of the essays take an descriptive approach, and therefore, most of the CT skills derived 

from Facione and Tsui cannot be applied to them, except for the seventh skill, "to recognise a 

problem or formulate a research question", where the titles were not already given by their tutors. 

None of the titles indicates a strong need for critical argumentation. Rather, the arguments remain 

at a surface-leaming stage. The connections between sections are clearer in the four other essays in 

which there are analyses of the cases, implications and conclusions. However, the other skills, 
St nd th 

namely I, 2,5,8th, and 10th CT skills are not embodied in these four essays either. These 

findings regarding CT skills are again supported by the teachers' self reports on CT in the 

interviews. 

To sum up, Andrews's first three principles of argumentation are satisfactorily displayed in 

most of the ten essays, and there are stronger relationships between sections in some essays than 

others. However, although there are no word restrictions and the Finance students had more 

opportunities for argumentation and critical analysis, (because most of them took an explanatory 

or descriptive approach, and because plagiarism is much more prevalent in their writing than in the 

English students' samples), all Andrews's aspects of a critical approach to argumentation and most 

of the CT skills from Facione and Tsui are either not applicable or not embodied in them. It seems 

that the students passively accepted what they read in books or articles and displayed no awareness 

of, or intention to reflect on, their argumentation. Plagiarism and language problems in the essays 

further imply that students did not treat the writing tasks very seriously, and this in turn implies 

that if students kept on writing in this way, their CT skills would be unlikely to be improved by 

writing essays in the future. 

9.3.3.3 The English dissertations 

In order to compare and contrast students' performance in short essay writing and dissertation 

writing, the dissertations of the three students (hereafter EDO I, ED02, and ED03) whose essays 

had been analysed in the pilot study were collected. In addition, two other dissertations (hereafter 
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ED04 and EDOS) awarded a distinguished grade were also recommended by the researcher's 

colleague in the department. 

From the presentation formats of the dissertations, it appears that students had obtained some 

training in dissertation writing. There is a title page in all the five dissertations with all the 

information required by the department, including the title, the name of the department, the name 

and the major of the writer, the name of the supervisor, and the date of submission. There is also a 

brief outline of the dissertation at the start with the purpose, significance and the procedure of the 

study, and the main references. Interestingly, after this, there is a statement on the authenticity of 

the content from the writer in all the dissertations, which seems to be a strategy by the department 

to reduce or eliminate plagiarism. The rest of the dissertations are presented in a conventional 

sequence with an abstract, contents, an introduction, the various chapters, and a conclusion, which 

is followed by an acknowledgement and a bibliography. 

In EDO I, the writer tried to tell readers how important effective communication is by taking 

the film Babel as her antithesis. The analysis strategy is based on the theory of formalism which 

required a detailed structural analysis of a text, and the theory of narratology. EDO I analyses the 

causal relationships between poor communication and the tragic outcomes of the stories in the film, 

and thus concludes that good communication is the route to hope and success. To accomplish this, 

the writer analyses a great deal of the dramatic dialogues in the four short stories in the film which 

were set in four distinct places around the world, and analyses the communication problems in 

each. Basically, the dissertation is just a re-presentation of the theme of the film: poor 

communication between people is destructive and should be avoided as far as possible. 

Andrews's first two principles of argumentation, "a single authorial voice" and "a balance 

between personal voice and impersonal voice", are embodied in the dissertation. However, the 

third principle, "a vertical and paradigmatic structure and organization", is not satisfactorily 

displayed, as there is no clarification of ideas and definitions, even for the two key terms, 

"formalism" and "narratology". The fourth principle, "logical or quasi-logical structure" is not 

manifested in the dissertation either, and this directly affects the application of the rest of 

Andrews's principles and aspects of a critical dimension. There is no trace of critical reading or 

evaluation of different sources. Neither is there an awareness of contradictory views. The whole 

dissertation is occupied by the writer's personal understanding and analysis of a film. However, in 
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terms of the ten CT skills, the writer does display her ability to draw inferences while analysing, 

and to draw a reasonable conclusion at the end on the basis of the analysis. In addition, as most of 

the undergraduate students had to choose a title on their own, the seventh skill, "to recognise a 

problem or formulate a research question", is embodied. But apart from these three CT skills, the 

other seven skills are not in evidence in the dissertation. 

In ED02, although the writer tries to take an argumentative approach by seeking evidence to 

support her conclusion that the decisive reason for people to maintain a relationship with others is 

to benefit from it at some point, the argumentation is limited, as the evidence comes from only one 

story, "A Rose for Emily", written by William Faulkner. The writer explains the tragic fate of the 

main figure in the story, Miss Emily, from the perspective of the Marxist theory of 

commodification. She then explains in detail the commodification of the family name of Miss 

Emily, the commodification of Miss Emily's love affair, and the commodification of the 

community, before she concludes that it is the commodification of these three areas that eventually 

leads to Miss Emily's tragic destiny. However, a problem with this argument is that the writer 

makes the generalisation in the conclusion, that commodification is the motivation for all human 

relationships, on the basis of the evidence from just one story. As the writer uses most of the words 

to explore the commodification in the story itself, the style of the dissertation appears to be more 

descriptive, and the structure is basically a "vertical and paradigmatic" one, which requires 

"classification and categorisation" (Andrews's third principle). For example, there is a 

classification of commodification from different angles, but a lack of a logical relationship 

between ideas and a weighing-up of different sources. Although the writer shows awareness of 

different ideas in, and explanations of, the story, she does not provide any contradictory views of 

her own. Therefore, except for the first three principles, the other principles and a critical 

dimension are not embodied in the dissertation. As far as the ten CT skills are concerned, the 

fourth skill, "to draw inferences". is apparent in the analysis. The seventh skill, "to recognise a 

problem or formulate a research question", had to be used in order to select a topic to write on, and 

the eighth skill, "to formulate multiple alternatives for resolving a problem", is also used, as the 

writer tries to prove the existence of commodification from different perspectives. As regards the 

ninth skill, it seems that a language barrier still exists, but basically the writer does explain the 

basis for her comments. The other five CT skills are simply not used. 
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The writer of ED03 states his aim of the study in the introduction as follo\ý s: 

The purpose of this study is to help foreign owned company in China 

understand Chinese culture clearly, to avoid unnecessary culture conflicts in 

company management. As human is the most important fact to any company 
who wants to succeed in China market, this thesis mainly studies the effect of 
human resource management in cross-cultural management. (p. 1) 

In the following chapter, he defines the two most important concepts in the dissertation, culture 

and cross-cultural management, before he explains the theories of cultural difference, which are 

mainly borrowed from Hofstede's five cultural dimensions, and Hall's theory of "high" and "low" 

context. At the end of the chapter, he compares Chinese culture and American culture and 

discusses briefly the three dimensions of cross-cultural human resource management derived frorn 

another book. The whole of Chapter 3 is dominated by the writer's recommendations for three 

aspects of cross-cultural management: recruitment policy, training policy, and evaluation policy. 

Following this is a very brief conclusion of approximately 100 words. An examination of the 

dissertation shows that there are at least four weaknesses in the argumentation. First of all, the 

purpose of the study is not fulfilled in the main body, because the writer focuses on cultural 

differences and human resource management in general, rather than on Chinese culture and human 

resource management in foreign-owned companies in China. Secondly, in Chapter 3, all the 

comments and suggestions are made on the basis of limited premises taken from the three theories 

in the previous chapter, and are as a result not very convincing. This could leave readers the 

impression that the writer is lacking in objectivity, as indicated in this excerpt: 

In some countries with centralization of state power, those who came from the 

higher class of society or those who graduated from elite universities will be the 

best candidates for management. Their high-blooded backgrounds always bring 

them a kind of personality of leadership or charisma. On the contrary, in the 

countries which lack of enough state power, the recruitment of management staff 

is usually depended on the performance of the candidates. (ED03) 

Thirdly, there is no explanation of the reasons why only three aspects of human resource 

managenient, namely recruitment, training and evaluation, are discussed, but not other aspects, 

such as employee benefits and compensation. Thus, the information is incomplete. Finally, the 

conclusion is unfounded, as it is not based on the previous discussion and lacks appropriate 
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evidence to support it. 

Andrews's first three principles are embodied in the dissertation, as they are in ED02, but the 

fourth principle, "logical or quasi-logical structure momentum", is not properly applied, because of 

the weaknesses in argumentation discussed above. The existence of these weaknesses also makes 

the other principles and CT skills inapplicable. Although the writer uses ideas from different 

sources, there is no evaluation of them, and it seems that he either has no awareness of 

contradictory views or simply ignores them. There is also no indication of a sceptical attitude in 

reading, and as a result the writer lacks objectivity. Over and above all these weaknesses in 

argumentation, language seems to be another problem for the writer, as there are quite a few 

grammatical errors, which seriously affect the clarity of the argument. 

The purpose of ED04 is to classify scientific metaphors according to semantic structures via 

the conceptual labels of "source" and "target". The dissertation successfully achieves its aim by 

classifying scientific metaphors into three groups according to their structure: a) those with explicit 

source and target; b) those with only an explicit source; and c) those with only a reference to the 

target. Compared with the previous three dissertations, this one is much better as regards language 

use, logical structure, and referencing. Again, Andrews's first three principles of argumentation are 

adequately applied, and certain "aspects of discourse of an essay or paper, such as diction, and an 

academic tone". are not difficult to find. Finally, the writer also exhibits an ability to draw 

conclusions from previous discussions and to explain his results clearly. However, the other 

argumentative principles and CT skills are not observed. 

The writer of ED05 examines the features of Chinese dish names, classifies them into six 

categories on the basis of the functionalist approach, and then suggests translations for each. As a 

result, the dissertation remains at an expository level. The purpose and structure of the dissertation 

are very clear, and the English language, although slightly weaker than that in ED04, is better than 

the other three and is clear enough to explain the results of the study. As both ED04 and ED05 

obtained a distinguished grade, it seems that language was indeed an important criterion for 

marking. As regards Andrews's principles of argumentation and the ten CT skills, the writer's 

performance is similar to that of the writer of ED04. The only difference is that this writer 

demonstrates reflective thinking, by pointing out limitations of the study and advocating a flexible 

attitude towards the future practice of translation. 
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To sum up, generally speaking, some key principles of argumentation and CT skills are not 

well used in the English dissertations, regardless of the grades they received. In particular, the 

writers consistently fail to exhibit an ability to read critically and evaluate different sources. Rather, 

they seem to have accepted whatever they read in the literature. Even when they attempt to justify 

their points of view, the evidence does not seem to be very extensive, adequate, or convincing. 

This, with an absence of contradictory views, means that the writers do not come over as objective. 

Except for the writer of ED04, none displays an ability to think reflectively in writing. Having said 

that, the first three principles of argumentation are repeatedly observed in the dissertations. In 

particular, the third principle, "a vertical and paradigmatic structure and organization", is 

successfully employed in both ED04 and ED05. 

In addition, the writers differ in their language proficiency and in their ability to explain the 

results of their studies. The writers of ED04 and ED05, which received a distinguished grade from 

the department, are markedly more competent in English than the other three, and their 

conclusions are more reasonable and convincing as well. 

A comparison of the dissertations written by the three students whose essays had been 

examined in the pilot study showed that there were no large differences concerning the 

argumentative principles and critical thinking skills between essay writing and dissertation writing. 

In both the essays and the dissertations, most of the principles and CT skills are not applicable or 

not used satisfactorily. In particular, the writers do not show an ability to read critically, evaluate 

evidence, or think reflectively in either case. The conclusions drawn are not supported by sound 

evidence, and there is a lack of objectivity in both essays and dissertations. There are several 

differences though. For instance, the writers demonstrate a better ability to deal with "personal and 

impersonal voices" in the dissertations than in the essays. In addition, there are more explanations 

of key terms and of the research background, and more "multiple alternatives for resolving a 

problem" in the dissertations than in essays, but the logical structure seems to be clearer in the 

essays. On a whole, a more argumentative approach is taken in the essays than in the dissertations. 

This is probably due to the fact that the essays assigned by the tutor were required to be of an 

argumentative genre and the tutor had provided guidelines in class, as all the three students argued 

using a very similar structure in the essays (see Section 8-2.4). 
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9.3.3.4 The Finance dissertations 

Five dissertations written by Finance students (hereafter FDOI to 05) were collected from the 

Department of International Trade and Finance. The average page length of these dissertations was 

much longer than that of the English ones. 

The aim of FDOI was to investigate the feasibility of direct exchange between the two 

currencies, RMB (Renminbi Yuan) and TWD (Taiwan Dollar). The dissertation basically adopts an 

argumentative approach. It begins with the fact that currently exchange between the two currencies 

has to be conducted in an indirect way, and attempts to prove that this is not suitable for either 

current or future economic and trade cooperation between Mainland China and Taiwan, and 

suggests several ways to realise a direct exchange between the two currencies. The writer justifies 

her proposal by explaining in detail the history of currency exchange between Mainland China and 

Taiwan, and the advantages of a direct exchange, especially to Taiwan. The writer then uses two 

financial models to analyse the economic and financial data across the Straits to calculate and 

evaluate the exchange rate. The dissertation concludes that direct exchange between the two 

currencies will be realised sooner or later, due to the increasing financial and business cooperation 

between Mainland China and Taiwan. According to the writer, a currency union could be usefully 

established in the future to prepare for the eventual monetary integration between Mainland China 

and Taiwan, which would reduce the cost of the trade to the greatest degree. 

In terms of the argumentation principles and CT skills, the dissertation is fairly sound. The 

logical structure is quite clear and premises are adequately defended. Andrews's first six principles, 

and CT Skills 1,3,4,6,8, and 9, can be easily identified. However, the dissertation is not without 

its weaknesses. First, in the literature review chapter, there is a lack of deep and critical analysis, 

as the writer just states briefly the topic of each work cited, without mentioning their arguments, 

results or conclusions. As a result, the discussion of the problems with the literature at the end of 

this chapter is not very convincing. Secondly, there is a lack of contradictory views to her own, 

which has affected the objectivity expected in an academic text. Thirdly, not all the sources of the 

materials or data are given in Chapter 2, where the writer attempts to justify her proposal. And 

finally, although there are reflections and discussions on the advantages and disadvantages of 
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different theories and models, there is a lack of reflective thinking on the writer's own 

argumentation. G7 

FD02 aims to explore the impact of the Beijing Social Security System on the mode of saving, 

consumption, and investment of Beijing residents since 1979. It examines the trend of changes, 

and particularly correlations between sets of data, such as the Social Security Investment ratio and 

the Savings ratio. The dissertation concludes that the employment of the new Social Security 

System policy after 1991 has had a marked effect on the savings ratio, and the correlation analysis 

of the two variables, the social security investment ratio and savings ratio, in the most recent ten 

years shows that an improvement in social security would reduce the savings ratio. The topic and 

results are not only interesting to ordinary residents, but could also be used by the government for 

policy-making. All the works which the writer cites are listed at the back of the dissertation. 

As far as Andrews's argumentation principles and the CT skills from Facione and Tsui are 

concerned, the reasoning is basically coherent, as the writer has a clear research question at the 

beginning of the dissertation, uses reasonable methods to tackle the question, and has a conclusion 

made on the basis of the statistical analysis of the data obtained from authoritative sources. 

Andrews's argumentative principles are thus observed. The writer also displays his reflective 

thinking about his own reasoning, by pointing out three weaknesses of the dissertation. 

However, the writer fails to demonstrate an ability to read critically, as he takes a purely 

descriptive approach to the literature review, seemingly accepting passively what he has read in the 

literature, without a deep analysis of the writers' hidden assumptions or an evaluation of the 

evidence they cite. In Chapter 4, the writer uses two analytic instruments, but does not introduce 

them in more than a cursory way. Thus, readers have no way of knowing why the instruments are 

chosen or how they work, and this would undoubtedly affect their understanding of the process of 

data analysis and results. In addition, there is a lack of a strong link between the literature review 

and the data analysis, giving readers the impression that the literature review has been conducted 

simply to respond to the requirements of the department, but not for the study itself. Further, there 

are one or two claims which are not defended adequately. For example, the writer does not offer 

any supporting evidence for the following comments in the conclusion: 

The reform of the social security system reduced the residents' confidence in 
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social security, as they thought that the investment in social security across the 
country would decrease after the reform. 

However, this kind of comment is not common and does not seriously affect the overall reasonin-, -,. 
Lastly, and as before, the inclusion of possible contradictory views would have increased the 

objectivity of the dissertation. 

FD03 studies the factors which could affect the dividend policies of the real estate companies 

listed on the Shanghai stock exchange. Three kinds of analysis, Principal Component Analvsis, 

Factor Analysis, and Multiple Linear Regression, are conducted on the 23 variables relevant to the 

dividend policies. The dissertation ends with the conclusion that the dividend policies of the real 

estate companies concerned are mainly affected by the following factors: the profit capacity of the 

company, the profit capacity of the real estate industry, the market value of the company, the size 

of the company, liquidity, the real estate market, ownership structure, and operational capacity. 

Andrews's first three principles of argumentation are embodied in the dissertation, as the 

writer describes in detail the background of the study, and shows an ability to understand 

hierarchies of ideas. She also displays an ability to formulate a research question, and draw 

inferences and conclusions on the basis of the analyses. In addition, the writer reflects critically on 

the study by pointing out limitations and future possible directions of research in the area. 

However, this dissertation has similar weaknesses to those in FD02. First of all, the review of 

the literature still remains at a descriptive level, without critical and deep analyses of the evidence 

in the literature. Secondly, as in FD02, the link between the literature review and the data analysis 

is not very strong. Thirdly, there is a lack of introduction to the research methods, in particular the 

three analysis instruments. 

In addition to these weaknesses in the argumentation, the dissertation also has another serious 

problern concerning the referencing and language use. Most of the sources of the content or ideas 

\vhich are borrowed from other writers remain unexplained, and thus it is hard to judge the 

originality of the content. There are also a few language mistakes in the dissertation, which are not 

acceptable for an important piece of work leading to a degree award. 

FD04 examines the credit risk in residential mortgages. There are three main chapters: the 

first seven pages of Chapter I are used to introduce the background and significance of the topic 

and the current literature in the area. the 15 pages of the subsequent chapter describe in detail the 

2 36 



CHAPTER NINE 

concept of a mortgage and the risks involved, especially credit risks; and in Chapter 3, which 

occupies the next seven pages, an analysis model is applied to a set of data to evaluate the key 

factors relating to credit risks. The dissertation ends with a very short conclusion of less than one 

page to restate the results of Chapter 3. From the above arrangement of the main content, it is clear 

that the writer of the dissertation yet again took more of a descriptive approach than an 

argumentative and critical one. C? 
Andrews's first two argumentation principles are embodied in the dissertation. As far as the 

third principle is concerned, there are definitions and explanations of most of the key concepts 

such as mortgage and credit risks, but there are also a number of concepts which remain undefined. 

The fourth principle, "logical or quasi-logical structure momentum", can also be observed across 

the different chapters, despite the fact that Chapter 2 is slightly too long compared with Chapter 3, 

which should be the most important part as it forms the basis for the conclusion. The coherence 

between the chapters is mainly conveyed through the arrangement of sections. Andrews's four 

aspects of a critical dimension, however, are not satisfactorily embodied in the dissertation, as 

there is no evaluation of different sources, which indicates that the writer has not read sceptically, 

and there are no contradictory views. This might lead to an impression of subjectivity, but as the 

writer explains the analysis model and the sources of the data, and the analysis procedure is 

transparent, it would seem that an attempt has been made to be objective. 

In terms of the ten CT skills, the I s', 3 rd 4 th 6 th 7 th 
, and 9th skills are used in the dissertation, 

although the conclusion is not complete. The writer does not display an awareness of or ability to 

"identify hidden assumptions", "to evaluate evidence" in reading, "to formulate multiple 

alternatives for solving a problem", or "to reflect on one's own reasoning". 

There are other two obvious weaknesses regarding citing and referencing. First of all, the 

longest chapter in the dissertation, Chapter 2, basically takes a descriptive approach, by illustrating 

and surnmarising other people's research findings. However, the sources of these findings and 

ideas are not explained. Secondly, a number of references in the main body are not included in the 

References section either. Therefore, the originality of the content remains in doubt. 

FD05 explores whether capital structures vary between industries in China. The dissertation 

begins with a literature review on the existing studies in the area, both overseas and domestic, 

followed by a chapter on theories of capital structure and the impact of industrial differences on 
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capital structure. The third chapter focuses on a quantitative analysis of the statistical data of 433 

companies listed on the Shanghai stock market. SPSS is used to obtain descriptive statistics to 

compare and put in order the long-term liability ratio and the total liability ratio, which are 

frequently used to compare capital structures of companies, in different industries. In addition, the 

writer uses a non-parametric method, the Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of variance, to establish 

whether there are differences in the liability ratio between industries. In order to test the degree of 

consistency of the differences between industries from 2002 to 2006, the writer also applied 

Kendall's tau rank correlation coefficient test to the mean values of the total liability ratio in ten 

different industries from 2002 to 2006. The results show that capital structure does vary 

significantly across industries, the capital structure within one industry has a high degree of 

stability, and the differences of capital structure between industries also exhibit a high degree of 

stability over the four years. 

Andrews's first three principles can be easily identified in the dissertation. The 

argumentation purpose and structure are basically clear, as stated above. However, although the 

writer uses some of the findings of overseas studies to explain her results, the link between the 

literature review and the findings of the quantitative analysis could be stronger. For example, the 

writer could correlate her own results with the findings of other domestic studies as well. The fifth 

principle, "explicit in the connections", is explained in the introduction. The sixth principle is not 

applied adequately, as there are still some language errors, and some of the sources of the citations 

are not made clear. The writer arrives at her conclusion mainly based on the statistical analysis of 

the data. However, the sample sizes of some industries, for example only five manufacturing 

companies are included in the study, are not ideal for a Chi-square test, and when making 

general isations, there is no discussion of the size or the nature of the samples. 

In terms of Andrews's four aspects of a critical approach to argumentation, as in the other 

dissertations, there is a lack of evaluation of different sources in the review of the literature. The 

writer simply describes the results of other people's studies, without any close examination of their 

research methods or argurnentation. Again, as in the other dissertations, contradictory views are 

not mentioned. However, unlike the writers of the other four dissertations, the writer of FD05 

points out the limitations of one theory and uses other people's findings to support her own results. 

Because of this, and because the writer tries to base her conclusions on a quantitative survey, she 
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does show a tendency to be objective. 

As regards the ten CT skills, the writer of FD05 seems to be able to identify key issues in 

reading, but fails to show an awareness of or ability to identify hidden assumptions. It is hard to 
judge whether the writer can recognise important relationships between points and between texts 

in reading simply from her performance in the dissertation, but the links between chapters in the 
dissertation are clear. The writer exhibits an ability to draw inferences in both the data analysis and 

the discussions. She even makes suggestions on policy-making on the basis of her findings. 

However, there is no evaluation of the evidence or the soundness of other people's findings. As 

regards the 7h skill, the writer explains the significance of the research question and displays her 

ability to recognise a problem or a research question. However, the 8 th skill, "multiple alternatives 

for solving a problem", is not observed. In terms of the 9th and 10th skills, basically, the writer 

bases her conclusion on the statistical analysis and she does try to explain the results clearly, 

although there are limitations, as discussed above. 

In sum, four of the five dissertations written by the Finance students take a fairly descriptive 

approach, rather than an argumentative and critical one, particularly to reviews of the literature. 

Quantitative analysis instruments are used in all the five dissertations, such as financial modelling. 

Unlike the essays written by the students from the same department, all the five dissertations have 

a list of references, although the referencing and citation in the main body are not adequate in three 

of them, which put in doubt the originality of the work. Although Chinese is the writers' first 

language, there are still language errors in dissertations FD03, FD04, and FD05. 

Basically, the writers display their abilities to apply the following aspects of argumentation 

and CT skills. First of all, they exhibit an ability "to recognise a problem or formulate a research 

question" and use appropriate methods to deal with the problem. Andrews's first three principles of 

argumentation "a single authorial voice", "a balance between the personal voice and the rp, 9 
impersonal voice", and "a vertical and paradigmatic structure and organization" are observed in all 

the five dissertations. All the writers seem aware of that their dissertation should be 

evidence-oriented, and they mainly base their conclusions on statistical analyses. The connections 

between chapters and sections can be identified through the headings of the various chapters and 

sections. In the literature review, all the writers manage to identify key issues in a piece of 

literature. in the process of analysis, the writers all draw inferences from the results of analysis, 

239 



CHAPTER NINE 

and even make implications and suggestions based on the results. Moreover, they all explain 

clearly what research methods are used, what analysis is used, and what results they have obtained. 

However, some aspects of critical argument are not evidently embodied in them. First of all, it 

seems that none of the writers knows how to do a literature review critically, as the literature 

reviews in the dissertations primarily remain at a descriptive level; the writers simply report the 

results of other people's studies, without any ftirther evaluation or analysis. None of them 

"identifies hidden assumptions made by a writer", and there is a lack of a sceptical approach to 

reading. In addition, the links between the literature review and results of the empirical studies are 

not very strong in most of the dissertations. Further, the writers do not show their awareness of, or 

an ability to argue against contradictory views. The ability "to formulate multiple alternatives for 

solving a problem" is not embodied in any of the five dissertations either, as the writers primarily 

base their conclusions on statistical analyses. Finally, the writers do not demonstrate a strong 

ability to reflect on their own reasoning, as only two writers point out the weaknesses and 

limitations of their studies. 

9.3.3.5 Comparison and contrast between the two departments 

To sum up, ten essays written by English students, ten essays written by Finance students, five 

dissertations by English students, and five dissertations by Finance students were collected and 

analysed using an evaluation framework combining Andrews's principles of argumentation and the 

CT skills derived from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002). While the essays received a mixture of 

grades, most of the dissertations gained top grades, (except for the three written by the English 

students whose essays were studied in the pilot study). A comparison of the results shows that 

there are both differences and similarities between the writing samples from the two departments. 

The differences mainly concern the languages involved, the types of assignment and the 

reasoning styles in the dissertations. Firstly, the English students had to write their assignments 

and dissertations in their second language, and this affected their expression of ideas and reasoning 

skills, while Finance students wrote both their essays and their dissertations in their first language. 

Secondly, the forms and genres of the essays are markedly different. The English essays are only 
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approximately 500 hundred words in length (usually less than two A4 pages), while the Finance 

students' essays are much longer ranging from eight pages to 39 pages, and are normally 

completed with the collaboration of about five students. The topic of the English students'essays 

was obviously allocated by their tutor, who expected an argumentative genre. However, the 

English students appealed primarily to common sense or anecdotal evidence to justify their 

comments, and thus their conclusions are far from being well-founded. The topics of the essays 

written by the Finance students vary a great deal, but they chose to tackle the issue from a very 

similar approach by analysing statistical data. As both ideas and data are borrowed from other 

people, and there is little appropriate referencing in their essays, there may well be plagiarism. 

However, as there are quite a few grammatical and spelling errors, as well as clear traces of 

translation from Chinese into English in the English students' essays, it seems that plagiarism is 

not very common at least in the English assignments. Thirdly, the research approaches are very 

different in the dissertations written by the English and Finance students. While the English 

students preferred to take a qualitative approach to dealing with a question, the Finance students 

tended to take a quantitative approach. Finally, there is a lack of strong links between chapters in 

the Finance students' dissertations, especially between the literature review and data analyses. 

However, this problem is much less noticeable in the English students' dissertations. 

Despite these differences, there are a number of similarities between the writing samples from 

the two departments, regardless of the grades received. First of all, both the English students and 

the Finance students preferred a descriptive or expository approach to dissertation writing, rather 

than an argumentative and critical one. As a result, they all tended to write using "a vertical and 

paradigmatic structure", but the resulting texts lack criticality, objectivity, and a clear logic. For 

example, there is scarcely any evaluation of different sources, no mentioning of hidden 

assumptions made by other writers or of contradictory views, and there is rarely any reflective 

thinking on their own reasoning processes. Lastly, there is a lack of appropriate referencing, and 

thus a lack of strong evidence, in the dissertations written by both the English and Finance 

students. 

However, differences can be found in the writing samples written by students from the same 

department as well. They differ with respect to their language proficiency or accuracy, and the 

clarity of the explanations, especially between the two top-grade English dissertations and the 
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other three low-grade ones. There are also differences in reasoning and coherence, as the links 

between chapters and sections in some samples are obviously stronger than in others, and the 

conclusions are more reasonable in some dissertations than in others. However, as far as the 

finance dissertations are concerned, as they all received a top grade from the department, it seems 

that this difference bears little relation to the grades. 

Notes 

1. Although this could have proved problematic, in the event it was not, as the fourth-year student 
only disagreed with the third-year students at one point, in Section 9.3.1.1.4. 
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Chapter 10 

Conclusions and implications 

10.1 Overview of the research 

In Chapter 2,1 discussed a controversial issue raised by Paton (2005) about whether Chinese 

students' lack of critical thinking in academic writing is mainly due to their cultural background or 

to other factors such as a lack of training (though of course the two can at times overlap). Findings 

from my review of the literature in Chapter 2 showed that what Clark and Gieve (2006) called the 

66small culture", or the specific learning context, is starting to be of more concern to researchers 

than the general Confucian-heritage culture. However, the review showed that there has been a 

lack of empirical evidence to support their concerns, particularly qualitative ones. The literature 

review in Chapter 3 also showed that there has been a lack of attention to and empirical research 

into the training that Chinese university students receive concerning academic writing in China, 

and their application of argumentation and critical thinking to academic writing is thus largely 

unknown (see Section 3.5). As a result, the main aim of this study has been to explore the impact 

of the training Chinese students receive at undergraduate level on their argumentation and critical 

thinking with respect to writing at an advanced level in the UK, by seeking evidence mainly from 

qualitative data. Specifically, four key questions emerged from the literature reviews: 

RQ I What do Chinese students write for their first degrees in China? ' 

RQ2 What challenges do Chinese students studying on postgraduate courses at UK 

universities encounter in academic writing? 

RQ3 How far do they think they apply critical thinking to academic writing in the UK? 

RQ4 What impact does the training received at undergraduate level in China have on 

students' critical thinking in academic writing? 

In order to answer these questions, a mixed-methods approach combining both questionnaires 

and interviews was used in Study I at a UK university. As regards the first question, the 

questionnaire survey suggested that there is a great deal of variation in writing experiences of 
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Chinese students at undergraduate level (see Section 6.2.3). The results of the interviews ftinher 

showed that there were individual differences in terms of the challenges they encountered at the 

UK university (see Section 6.4.9). However, the results also showed that academic writing in the 

UK was significantly different from that in China, and argumentation and critical thinking were 

more emphasised in the UK than in China. The interview results showed that students had applied 

all or some of the CT skills to academic writing in the UK unconsciously, although they were more 

confident with Skills 1,5,6 and 7 than with Skills 2 and 4 on the list (see Appendix 7). The data 

provided a partial but not complete answer to RQ4, on the impact of training students receive at 

undergraduate level in China on their critical thinking (see Section 7.1). For example, findings 

from the questionnaire survey (see Section 6.2.3) showed that the supervisor had played an 

important role in dissertation writing at undergraduate level in China, and that students had not 

done much empirical work for their dissertations. The interviews (see Section 6.4.7) indicated that 

students' different learning experiences in China might not have prepared them wel I for study at an 

advanced level in the UK. Further, the results of the interviews showed that teachers in the UK 

were perceived by a small proportion of students as more responsible (as they had obtained more 

feedback from British teachers), and more capable of detecting plagiarism than teachers in China. 

The results of Study I thus provided reasonably satisfactory answers to the four research questions, 

but in doing so, they raised several further questions (also see Section 7.1): 

RQ5 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 leaming practices affect students' use of CT skills? 

RQIO What factors lie behind the differences between English-major students and other 

social science students in academic writing? 

In order to answer these questions, a second study was designed, as a case study of two 

departments: a department of foreign languages and a department of international trade and 

finance at a roughly equivalent Chinese university. This again involved mixed methods: interviews, 

classroom observations, and text analysis. As with Study I it proved possible to answer the six 
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questions in large measure, albeit for a small sample of people. For instance, results of the 

interviews (see Section 9.3.1.1.3) and text analysis (see Section 9.3.3) showed that student writing 

was largely affected by the types of exam in the department. As a result, English-major students 

placed more emphasis on language, while Finance students were more concerned about originality. 

However, due to the little feedback students received from their teachers, and the prevalence of 

plagiarism, it seemed that writing was not the main focus of the education at undergraduate level. 

The evidence showed that argumentation and critical thinking skills were not satisfactorily applied 

in the student writing samples analysed, although there were individual differences (see Section 

9.3.3.5). Interestingly, the teachers' views on students' performance in academic writing and 

critical thinking were different from those of the students themselves, in that both language and 

argumentation were of major concern to both sets of teachers (see Section 9.3.1.2.3). The findings 

from the interviews, classroom observations, and text analysis showed that the focus of the 

training at undergraduate level was the teacher-dominant lectures and information-oriented exams, 

which were not at all conducive to the development of CT. 

The two studies generated a large number of findings which have to a large degree met the 

original research aim of exploring the influence of the training Chinese students receive at 

undergraduate level on their argumentation and critical thinking in writing. Three main 

conclusions can be drawn on the basis of the findings from the literature reviews in Chapters 2,3 

and 4, and the empirical studies in Chapters 6,8, and 9. In the following sections, I will discuss 

these conclusions, look at the implications, make a number of recommendations for Chinese 

students, Chinese educators, and English educators, and lastly discuss the limitations of the studies 

and make suggestions for further research. 

10.2 Key overall conclusions 

On the basis of the findings of the two studies, three conclusions can be drawn: 

1. Argumentative and critical thinking skills were not satisfactorily applied in the 

academic writing of the undergraduates in China; 
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2. Training at undergraduate level in China was not conducive to the development of 

argumentative and CT skills; 

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. 

I shall deal with each of the three in turn. 

10.2.1 Argumentative and CT skills were not satisfactorily applied in the academic writing of 
the undergraduates in China 

Evidence which supports this conclusion mainly comes from the findings from the text analyses in 

Study 2 in China. In the pilot study (see Section 8.3), the results of the text analysis showed that 

the student writers did not demonstrate an ability to use several key CT skills, such as sceptical 

reading, reasoning with convincing evidence, reflective thinking, or drawing a sound conclusion. 

The findings from the text analysis in the main study (see Section 9.3.3.5) showed that, although 

there were significant differences between the writing of the English-major students and the 

Finance students, most of them preferred a descriptive approach to writing the dissertation, rather 

than an argumentative one, and there is a lack of key CT skills, for example, to identify hidden 

assumptions and to evaluate evidence, in all the dissertations analysed. In addition, the student 

writers did not show an awareness of contradictory views and rarely wrote reflectively about their 

arguments. 

Another piece of evidence comes from the interviews with the academic staff in China (see 

Section 9.3.1.2). The reports showed that they considered students'CT in writing to be very weak. 

Interestingly, the student interviewees held different views on their CT abilities, as their reports 

showed that the CT skills were not a complete mystery to them and they thought they had actually 

used most of the skills unconsciously. The consistency between the staff's reports and the findings 

from the text analysis, and the inconsistency between the students' reports and the text analysis, 

could be explained by a lack of efficient communication between the two groups, and a lack of 

emphasis by teachers on academic writing and CT (see Section 9.3.1.3). If the staff had high 

expectations of the students' use of CT, but did not show this in either the writing guidelines or in 
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their feedback to the students, students would not know that they needed to use the skills. 

Additionally, writing is still not a mainstream form of assessment at undergraduate level in China, 

and the traditional exams did not seem to encourage CT at all. Therefore, it was very hard for both 

the staff and students to pay sufficient attention and efforts to these two areas. 

The findings of students' lack of argumentative and critical thinking skills in writing support 

Andrews's (2007) claim that, in East Asian academic cultures, generally, exposition and clarity are 

regarded as important elements of a piece of high-quality writing, but argumentative and critical 

thinking skills are not equally emphasised. Therefore, the congruency of students in choosing a 

descriptive or expository approach may reasonably be attributed in large measure to the training 

they received, in which key argumentative and CT skills were largely ignored or at least not 

emphasised. 

10.2.2 Training at undergraduate level in China was not conducive to the development of 
argumentative and CT skills 

Findings from both Studies I and 2 supported this conclusion. In particular, the findings showed 

that the teaching strategies which are commonly recognised as likely to help students develop CT 

skills, such as writing and classroom discussion (Tsui, 2002), were poorly employed in the 

teaching and learning practices at undergraduate level in China. In addition, findings suggested 

that CT was not given sufficient attention by either the teachers or the students. 

Although writing, particularly analytical writing, has been recognised as an effective 

technique for improving CT in students (Tsui, 2002; Dam and Volman, 2004), the findings from 

the studies in both phases showed that it is not given sufficient attention in China. The Chinese 

students studying in the UK (see Section 6.4.3) reported that their writing experience in China was 

significantly different from that in the UK; writing played a more important role in their UK 

education, while in China traditional exams had been more important. In addition, the regulations 

on referencing were also different. The students in the UK claimed that the clear regulations on 

referencing had markedly reduced the occurrence of plagiarism, had affected their attitudes 

towards, and effort spent on, writing and even their writing styles, whereas in China, plagiarism 
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was still very common and students tended to write in a similar style to each other. Moreover, two 

students also reported that their UK teachers' serious attitudes towards writing gave them the 

impression that teachers in the UK were more responsible than their teachers in China. The less 

important role of writing and the prevalence of plagiarism in China were also reported by the 

students and teachers in the interviews in China (See Sections 8.2.1.4 and 8.2.2.1, and Sections 

9.3.1.1.4 and 9.3.1.2.2), and reflected in student writing samples (see Section 8.2.4 and Section 

9.3.3). The students in China claimed that writing was not one of their main forms of assessment 

and neither teachers' guidance on writing nor their feedback on students' written work was 

sufficient. The poor quality of feedback students received on their writing in China was also 

reflected in the findings from the questionnaire survey of the Chinese students in the UK (see 

Chapter 6.2.2). These showed that although the students wrote more essays for their first degrees 

than I had expected, they had nevertheless not obtained appropriate help and feedback from their 

teachers and thus, CT skills were not as developed as could be expected. 

The conclusion that writing is not given enough attention at undergraduate level in China is 

strongly supported by Cheng's (2000) argument that students in China do not receive adequate 

training in writing, because the traditional exams mainly test students' memorisation of 

information, and by Jin and Cortazzi (2006) and Rastall (2006), who argued that Chinese students 

lack practice in academic writing. In addition, the results of the literature review in Chapter 3 also 

suggested that writing is more emphasised at tertiary level in the UK than in China. 

In addition to writing, other teaching strategies or characteristics of instruction which are 

considered helpful to the development of CT in students are class discussion (Tsui, 2002), a 

dialogical approach to teaching and learning (Paul, 1993), and interaction (Swartz, 2004; Dam and 

Volman, 2004). Unfortunately, the evidence from the classroom observations and interviews, as 

well as the literature review, showed that class discussion and interaction between teachers and 

students are far from enough at undergraduate level in China. Indeed, no group discussions at all 

occurred in the classroom observations in China, and only one student asked a question in any 

class. With this exception, all the questions were posed by the tutors, and particularly in the 

Department of International Trade and Finance, the classes involved overwhelmingly 

teacher-centred lectures (see Section 9.3.2). This is consistent with the findings from the 

interviews with the teacher participants that the current teacher-dominant lectures and a lack of 
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interaction between teachers and students were not conducive to the development of CT (see 

Section 9.3.1.2.6). The dominance of teacher-centred classes in China is also reported in the 

literature. Critics from China often blame the teacher-centred classes for their negative effect on 

the development of CT in students, as students in China are expected to respect teachers as 

authorities and thus do not challenge or question them (Yang, 2003; Zuo, 2004; Li, 2005; Zhu et 

al., 2006). Cheng (2000) specifically related this to studying overseas, arguing that Chinese 

students are used to teacher-centred lectures and do not know the rules of discussion in class when 

they study abroad. 

Moreover, findings from both empirical studies and literature suggested that CT has not been 

given sufficient attention in current teaching and learning practices either. This conclusion is not 

only based on the above discussions that Chinese students lack opportunities to practice CT skills, 

for example in writing and classroom discussions, but also on the fact that when writing is 

practiced, CT skills are not encouraged and poorly employed. The students in the interviews in 

China (see Section 9.3.1.3) reported that their teachers did not mention CT in the requirements for, 

or feedback on, writing and their CT skills were unlikely to be much improved by the minimal 

exposure to writing they experienced. The finding from the text analyses, that the CT skills were 

not satisfactorily applied in the samples, serves to confirm the students' reports. Furthermore, the 

questionnaire survey (see Section 6.2.2) suggested that the guidance from the supervisors in China 

focused more on topic choice, structure and subject knowledge, rather than on higher-order 

thinking skills. In contrast, the interviews with the Chinese students in the UK (see Section 6.4-4) 

showed that CT had been stressed, or mentioned either explicitly or implicitly in the UK. Data 

from the interviews in the UK (see Section 6.4.3) also showed that the argumentation expected in 

the UK was qualitatively different from that in China. Students in the UK were required to provide 

sound evidence, and provide more empirical studies, and there was a greater requirement for 

logical and critical thinking in their arguments. The students further reported that their assignments 

in the UK were more question/problem based, while in China, they had been more direction or 

area oriented. 

Insufficient attention paid to CT skills was also reflected in the types of question the teachers 

posed in the classes observed (see Section 9.3.2). Most of the questions were asked (by the tutors) 

in order to check whether the students had understood the language points or a concept, rather than 
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to encourage students' in-depth thinking of an issue. In addition, classroom interactions and 

discussions which are considered to be helpful to develop CT in students (Tsui, 2002) were not 

emphasised in any of the classes observed. 

This finding is also supported by Jin and Cortazzi (2006), who argued that the attention and 

emphasis given to CT in education in China are not sufficient, and by Zhu et a]. (2006) who 

alleged that Chinese students' lack of CT is partly due to students' lack of training in CT and 

teachers' lack of CT skills and dispositions themselves. Additionally, it has been argued that there 

is a lack of research into CT in China (Luo, 2000; Luo and Yang, 2001; Hong, 2003; Wu, 2004), 

and there is an over-emphasis on knowledge accumulation and traditional exanis and an 

overlooking of pragmatic skills, such as CT, in education (Zhu, 2002; Du, 2004). Other supportive 

voices come from Liu and Wu (2004), who claimed that CT is only taught in certain disciplines in 

China, such as Logic. 

Many of the features of the training Chinese students receive at undergraduate level, as 

discussed above, (e. g. a lack of attention to, and training in, writing and CT, an over-emphasis on 

traditional know I edge-ori ented exams, an absence of interaction between the teachers and students, 

the dominance of teacher-centred classes, and teachers' own lack of CT), can be found in Mangena 

and Chabeli's (2005) list of factors which may inhibit the development of CT in students. For 

example, these could be "educators' lack of knowledge (of CT); use of teaching and assessment 

methods that do not facilitate CT" (p. 295) (see Section 4.6). As a result, it is suggested that, when 

studying the performance of Chinese students studying abroad, researchers should pay more 

attention to the "small culture" of the institute than to "big culture", such as the Confucian heritaL! c 

of Chinese culture. It is also suggested that the characteristics of the "small culture" of the institute 

in China, such as the over-emphasis on the traditional exams and the prevalence of teacher-centred 

lectures, should be viewed as the main reason for Chinese students' being passive in class and 

lacking critical thinking skills (Clark and Gieve, 2006). 

10.2.3 English-major students are likely to have considerably different experiences of 

learning and writing at undergraduate level in China from other social science students 
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Evidence derived from the case study in China indicates that English-major students may have 

considerably different experiences of learning and writing from other social science students, 

although not necessarily worse ones. 

In the pilot study in China (see Section 8.3), the Finance students seemed to have received 
better training in academic writing than the English students, since they reported they had written 

more academic texts and they had obtained more feedback from their teachers. However, evidence 

from the main study in the same two departments showed that this could be misleading. The 

interviews with English students in the main study revealed that they had in fact received more 

feedback from their teachers than the Finance students (see Section 9.3.1.3). In addition, although 

the findings from the text analysis showed that the English students wrote considerably fewer 

words for their essays and dissertations than the Finance students (see Section 9.3.3.5), and they 

tended to focus more on different types of text than academic writing (see Section 9.3.1.3), 

plagiarism seemed to be more prevalent among the Finance students than among the English 

students (see Section 9.3.3.5). The difference in plagiarism could be attributed to the different 

languages the students used in their writing. As English-major students wrote in their second 

language, and their texts were different from the published ones, it was easier for their teachers to 

identify plagiarism if they had copied from the published articles. As a result, they tended to write 

their own words, while the Finance students had no such worries. However, the content of writing 

and the different focuses of the training in the two departments indicated that the English course 

was more skills-based and less academic than the Finance course and this could have affected the 

students' development of argumentative and CT stills in academic writing (see Section 9.3.1.3). 

Findings from the text analysis also showed that the approaches to writing in the two 

departments were markedly different (see Section 9.3.3.5). The English students relied on common 

sense and personal experience as the evidence to justify their claims in short essays, and tended to 

use a qualitative approach to writing dissertations, while the Finance students appealed more to 

statistical data in both essays and dissertations. However, the results of the text analysis 

nevertheless showed that the links between the sections in the Finance dissertations seemed to be 

weaker than those in the English dissertations, even though the former all received a top grade, 

while only two of the latter did. 

Moreover, the degree of agreement between the teachers and the students seemed to be 
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different in the two departments (see Section 9.3.1.3). While in the Department of Foreign 

Languages, both the teachers and the students considered the use of language to be the most 
difficult aspect of student writing, in the Department of International Trade and Finance, only the 

teachers were concerned about this. Further, the teachers and the students from the Department of 
International Trade and Finance disagreed about students' thinking skills. A possible reason for this 

phenomenon could be the lack of interaction between the Finance students and their teachers. 

In addition, the classroom observation data revealed that the class size in the Department of 
Foreign Languages was considerably lower than in the Department of International Trade and 

Finance, and there were more questions posed by the tutors in the classes in the Department of 

Foreign Languages than in the Department of International Trade and Finance (see Section 9.3.2). 

10.3 Implications and suggestions 

10.3.1 Implications for Chinese students 

Chinese students who plan to go to the UK to pursue an advanced degree in the humanities or 

social sciences after they obtain their first degrees in China need to bear in mind that the academic 

cultures of the target university in the UK and their home university may well be significantly 

different. They may accordingly find after arrival in the UK that they have to change their learning 

strategies in order to adapt to the new environment. The knowledge of the difference between the 

academic cultures will help students shorten the adjustment period after arrival. The findings 

suggested that Chinese students need to pay attention to the following three key differences in 

academic cultures if they want to pursue an advanced degree in the humanities or social sciences 

in the UK. 

Writing may be markedly different in the UK from that in China. 

Firstly, students need to know that the traditional forms of exam which are prevalent in China may 

be replaced by essays and dissertations in the UK. While the findings from the interviews both in 
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the UK and in China and the literature review in Section 2.3.3 indicated that traditional exams are 

still the major form of assessment at undergraduate level in China, evidence from the literature 

review in Section 3.2.1 shows that essays and dissertations are the default forms of assessment in 

most of the subjects in the humanities and social sciences in the UK. 

Secondly, students need to know that both the essays and dissertations are likely to be 

question- or problem-based in the UK, rather than being direction- or area-oriented as they are in 

China, as the findings from the interviews in the UK (see Section 6.4.3) indicated. Teachers in the 

UK may well expect students to look at a specific question in an assignment, or narrow down the 

topic of a dissertation. This implies that, in comparison with the emphasis on the breadth of 

knowledge in China, UK teachers are more concerned about in-depth analysis in writing. 

Thirdly, students need to be aware that some key elements in writing, which they may never 

come across in China, are considered very important in UK universities. As discussed above in 

Section 10.1, findings from the text analysis showed that argumentative and critical thinking skills 

were not satisfactorily applied in the samples. In addition, findings from the questionnaire survey 

(see Section 6.2.3) indicated that the social science and language students did not do much 

empirical work at undergraduate level, and evidence from the text analysis showed that there was a 

lack of sound evidence in the student writing. Findings from the interviews in the UK (see Section 

6.4.3) suggested that students may be expected to conduct empirical studies or critical literature 

reviews to provide evidence for their conclusions, and they are expected to weave that evidence 

logically to make an argument in their essays or dissertations. In addition, students are likely to 

find that they are expected in the UK to read critically and evaluate evidence or conclusions in 

published studies. This may be frustrating at the beginning, as Chinese students may have never 

done it before. The text analysis showed that the students avoided mentioning views contradictory 

to their own and there was rarely any evidence of reflective thinking about their argumentation. 

Fourthly, students need to be aware that there may be differences in discourse and rhetorical 

patterns between Chinese and English, as reflected in the findings from the interviews in the UK 

(see Section 6.4.3), and from the literature review in Section 3.4. For example, they need to know 

that in English, they may well be expected to place a topic sentence or main idea before their 

reasons, examples or explanations, rather than employ the reverse order as is common in Chinese 

writing. 
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Finally, students need to keep in mind that plagiarism is not allowed in the UK. This means 

they cannot write simply by copying from other literature, and they have to work hard 

independently. Findings from the interviews in the UK (see Section 6.4.3) indicated that there are 

clear regulations on referencing and plagiarism, and the UK teachers were more aware than their 

Chinese counterparts of the need to identify plagiarism in student writing. 

2) Students need to participate actively in classroom activities in the UK 

Evidence from the classroom observations (see Section 9.3.2) showed that the teacher-centred 

lectures were still dominant and there were rarely questions posed by the students or group 

discussions in class. However, this might not be the case in the UK. As Cheng (2000) suggested, 

students are expected to participate actively and make contributions in class discussions in western 

countries. Chinese students therefore need to be aware of this difference and adapt actively to the 

new academic culture in the UK. 

3) Students need to have appropriate language proficiency to study at an advanced level in the UK. 

Although students may, when they apply, meet the requirements of the UK university concerning 

the level of English language proficiency, they may well still have language problems when the 

course starts. The popular English language tests such as TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign 

Language) and IELTS (International English Language Testing System) do not always predict 

students' actual language performance in specific contexts (Cheng, 2000). Evidence from the 

interviews in the UK (see Section 6.4.3) showed that language was indeed regarded by the 

students' teachers and themselves as a key weakness in their writing. In order to discover the 

requirements of English proficiency, students could search for as much information as possible, for 

instance, on the website of the department or the university, or where possible by emailing current 

or past students before they apply. 

10.3.2 Suggestions for Chinese educators 

There is currently controversy in relation to the purpose and outcome of education in China. 
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Huang et al. (2005) and Liang (2005) argued that the Chinese government has recognised the 

importance of improving various skills by proposing an all-round development scheme. However, 

the findings from the literature review and empirical studies showed that neither the 

teacher-dominant classes nor the forms of exam were conducive to the development of writing 

skills or thinking skills. Assuming that argumentative and critical thinking skills are needed in 

collecting and processing information, thinking creatively, analysing and solving problems, which 

is advocated in The Decision about Further Education Reform and All-round Development of 

Quality Education from the State Council of the PRC (1999), the controversial issue seems to be 

why the aims of the government are not being achieved in actual teaching and learning in higher 

education. In order to answer this question, it may be sensible to break the problem down into four 

inter-related questions. What specific skills are expected of students? Can these skills be assessed? 

If so, what is the best way to assess them? And what teaching and learning methods could be 

promoted to improve them? In terms of argumentative and critical thinking skills, the following 

suggestions can be made on the basis of the findings thus far. However, in consideration of the 

complexity of the issues regarding education in such a large country, caution is needed when trying 

to apply them. 

The first suggestion is to change the form of assessment at universities, so that both teachers 

and students have to change their teaching and learning strategies to cope with assessment. If 

students had to employ independent and active thinking, rather than to simply memorise what has 

been taught in class and in the textbooks, they would rapidly adjust their learning strategies to 

meet the new requirements. In Elton and Laurillard's words, "the quickest way to change student 

learning is to change the assessment system" (1979, cited in Dahlin et al., 2001: 47). Gu and 

Schweisfurth (2006) also suggested that students have a strong desire to adapt to the new 

environment. The findings from the Study I interviews (see Section 6.3.7) implied that by the time 

they reached the UK, students did wish they had improved their higher-order thinking skills, such 

as argumentative and critical thinking skills, at the university where they did their first degree, 

though how far this represents a desire to adapt to a new environment is unclear. 

The data from the interviews in the UK (see Section 6.4.3) suggested that students felt a 

significant improvement in their argumentative skills, critical thinking, and confidence after a 

period of study in the UK, where they were assessed on the writing of essays and dissertations. 
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Writing has often been reported in the literature as a good teaching strategy to improve critical 

thinking by students (e. g. Tsui, 2002). This suggests that writing could usefully replace traditional 

exams for assessment in the humanities and social sciences in China. However, three factors need 

to be taken into consideration here. One is that writing as a forrn of assessment may add to the 

workload of already busy Chinese university teachers and students (see Sections 9.3.1.2.5 and 

9.3.1.2.6), and may on these grounds alone be resisted or even rejected. In addition, such a change 

requires that the teachers themselves need to be critical, as well as the students. However, the 

Study 2 findings showed that one Chinese teacher had never met the concept of critical thinking 

before (see Section 9.3.1.2.6). Lastly, due to the fact that plagiarism is prevalent among students 

and it is hard for Chinese teachers to identify it in student writing, writing as a form of assessment 

may be treated by some students as an opportunity to cheat, making the new approach unfair for 

honest and hard-working students. 

The interviews in the two studies and the text analyses both indicated that plagiarism is still 

prevalent among university students in China. A range of reasons for this phenomenon was given 

by the students, among which the most frequently mentioned ones were the influence of the 

environment and a lack of clear guidelines or training (see Section 6.3.3). In the light of this 

situation, the following measures could be taken to reduce the occurrence of plagiarism. Firstly, 

systematic training could be provided for students to become aware of what plagiarism is and how 

to borrow and refer appropriately to other people's words and ideas. Secondly, regulations on 

penalties could be more explicit and harsher. Thirdly, an anonymous marking system could be 

introduced to maintain fairness in marking. Fourthly, computer technologies, involving both 

checking software and databases, could be introduced to make it easier for teachers to detect 

plagiarism in student writing. Finally, and most importantly, writing needs to be given sufficient 

attention by both teachers and students. In particular, teachers could focus more on depth than 

breadth in student writing and encourage students to link what they read to what they know (see 

Abasi and Akbari, 2008). However, the findings also showed that students might be affected by 

social culture outside the university (see Section 9.3.1.1.4), something which is beyond the control 

of the university or the department. For instance, Interviewee FS5 reported that her father had 

copied but had his book published. Therefore, it is suggested that the government needs to 

introduce additional measures, operating at staff and national levels, such as anonymous peer 
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review of journal submissions, to reduce plagiarism in publications and maintain fairness and a 

high quality. 

The interviews with the students in the UK (see Section 6.3.3) also suggested that reasons for 

plagiarism included traditional teacher-centred classes and a lack of critical and systematic 

thinking in writing. In order to improve critical thinking in students, teachers need to have an 

adequate amount of knowledge and awareness of critical thinking, and be willing to help students. 

Teacher training and more research into critical thinking might be helpful to those teachers who 

have little knowledge of critical thinking, and the following actions could probably be taken by 

teachers to improve students' critical thinking: 1) giving students opportunities to practice critical 

thinking in class, by for example organizing group discussions, or asking thought-provoking 

questions; 2) becoming evidence-oriented and establishing a safe environment, so that students are 

allowed to ask questions; 3) setting assignments which require argumentation and critical thinking; 

4) encouraging students to read broadly and critically; and 5) giving appropriate feedback so that 

students know their strengths and weaknesses in reasoning. The latter point seems particularly 

important, as the interviews in China showed that the teachers and students held different views on 

students' performance, and it seemed that this was due to a lack of communication between them 

(see Section 9.3.1.2.3). Additionally, departments could consider offering students systematic 

training in CT for the discipline, as it has been reported that training can help students improve 

their CT (e. g. Yeh and Chen, 2005). However, future research does need to explore how to 

improve critical thinking of students in large classes (of around 80 to 100 or even more), as this 

feature seems unlikely to change in the near future (see Section 9.3.1.2.6). 

10.3.3 Implications and suggestions for British educators 

It is suggested that the UK educators should also take into consideration the potential differences 

between the academic cultures in the two countries, which have been discussed in Section 10.2.1. 

In order to help Chinese students adapt quickly to the new environment, the following measures 

could be taken by UK educators. 

Firstly, given the fact that Chinese students may well come from a teacher-centred and 
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exam-oriented academic culture, where writing is not as important as in UK universities, it is 

suggested that lecturers could explain explicitly what they expect of students in class and after 

class. For instance, although they may have mentioned the point in orientation sessions, they could 

usefully make it even clearer that they expect students to participate actively in classroom 

activities, to think independently and ask questions without worrying about offending authority, to 

read broadly, and to be able to demonstrate logical and critical thinking in writing. However, in 

consideration of the fact that students may be used to teacher-centred lectures, it may take time for 

them to change. 

Secondly, it is suggested that systematic training in argumentation and critical thinking could 

usefully be provided, as the findings showed that student writing in China can be markedly 

different from that in the UK, and argumentation and critical thinking were not satisfactorily 

employed in the Study 2 writing samples. The results of the text analysis indicated that it is likely 

that many Chinese students will have never written the kind of argumentative essays which require 

convincing evidence. The need for systematic training was expressed by the Chinese students in 

the interviews in the UK, who reported that most of the time relevant CT skills were taught 

implicitly rather than explicitly (see Sections 6.4.4,6.4.6 and 6.4.8). 

In particular, the training could usefully address specific weaknesses of Chinese students 

which emerged from the studies, such as CT Skill 2, "to identify hidden assumptions made by a 

writer", Skill 4, "to draw inferences from the text", which the interviewees reported being less 

confident about than other skills (see Section 6.4.8), and Skill 10, "to reflect on one's own 

reasoning", which emerged from the text analyses. Moreover, the training could focus on aspects 

of a critical approach to argumentation suggested by Andrews (2007) (see Appendix 10), which 

were rarely used in, or missing from, the writing samples, such as "the ability to evaluate different 

sources" and "an awareness of contradictory views". 

However, UK educators also need to bear in mind that there are disciplinary differences, and 

that the above suggestions were derived from two case studies and the results may not be 

applicable to students from other institutions in China. The findings nevertheless showed that the 

English-major students obtained significantly different training at undeqmduate level from the 

Finance students in China. Therefore, UK educators need to consider these differences, for 

example, by carrying out a small survey of students' educational background at the beginning of 
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the course, and providing training which would ideally be integrated with students' subject areas. 

Evidence which supports this proposal also comes from the review of the literature, which 

suggested that currently most researchers and theorists advocate teaching CT within a subject area 

(see Section 4.6.2). Dam and Volman's (2004) review in particular concluded that CT skills 

developed in generic CT training frequently fail to be transferable to other contexts. 

Suggestion three is that plagiarism needs to be addressed at the beginning of the course. This 

means that not only does the meaning of plagiarism need to be explained explicitly, but also 

appropriate methods of referencing and citation need to be given. The discussions with student 

interviewees in the UK showed that clear regulations on referencing had markedly reduced the 

occurrence of plagiarism, and had even changed the students' attitudes towards writing itself 

Finally, UK educators need to be aware that although Chinese students have passed exams 

such as TOEFL and IELTS, they may still have language barriers when it comes to academic 

writing or class discussion. As a result, it is suggested that the university could provide language 

support, particularly for those who have never written academic texts in English before, and could 

usefully address the differences in rhetorical patterns between the two languages. This could also 

be integrated with the training in argumentation and critical thinking, as these two elements are 

considered very important in English academic writing. 

However, given the complexity of the education system in China and the large differences 

between places, it is suggested that cultural homogeneity should be avoided where possible. By 

way of illustration, Student 33 reported in her interview that she had obtained similar training at 

undergraduate level in China to that in the UK (see Section 6.3.4.2). Peverly's (2005) study 

showed too that marked variation in educational provision exists in China between urban and rural 

areas, between public and private schools, and between the main Han ethnic group and other 

ethnic minorities. 

10.4 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

The two major methodological concerns with this study are the size of the samples in the 
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questionnaire survey in the UK, and the process of sampling in the case study in China. A large 

and randomized sample would have been the ideal for the questionnaire survey. However, 

although various efforts were made to get in touch with the body of Chinese students who were 

studying at the UK university, only 40 students responded to the questionnaire, and this makes 

generalisation of the findings to a larger scale very difficult. Nevertheless, the in-depth follow-up 

interviews with 28 students yielded an abundance of data which allowed me to gain a much better 

understanding of students' writing experiences in the UK. 

Due to the difficulty of obtaining access to research sites in China, where human relationships 

still play a very important role, the data collection in China mainly relied on my colleagues in the 

two departments. I liaised regularly with them, but they ultimately chose all the interviewees, the 

classes to be observed, and the writing samples. A randomized sample was simply impossible, as 

they could in practice but choose staff and students whom they knew. It is possible that this 

sampling process could have biased the outcomes. However, the variation in students' performance 

in writing indicated that they chose a broad range of texts and not just the very good and/or very 

bad examples. 

In addition, as the evidence comes from only one case study, the findings may not be able to 

be applied to students from other universities in China. Moreover, the results of the text analyses 

showed that attention needs to be paid to the salient individual differences in language proficiency 

and argumentation even within the same department (see Section 9.3.3.5). 

Another concern is that the studies were conducted by only one researcher, and thus personal 

bias became unavoidable, particularly in the data analysis. Ideally, in order to maintain a certain 

level of objectivity, more than one researcher needs to be involved and the inter-rater reliability of 

the text analyses needs to be considered, as in Stapleton's (2001) study. However, as this is a 

self-funded PhD project, it is hard for me to pay other people to do the research. In order to 

improve the trustworthiness of the study, a series of verification measures were nevertheless taken 

(see Sections 5.3 and 9.2.5). For example, one of the interview transcripts was read by a colleague 

to check its consistency with the audio record. 

Another shortcoming of the study is the absence of more objective assessment instruments, 

such as the CCTDI (California Critical Thinking Disposition Inventory) and the CCTST 

(California Critical Thinking Skills Test), to test the CT skills or dispositions of the students. 
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However, in the review of the literature I concluded that the existing test instruments may not be 

fully applicable to Chinese students, and thus the study mainly relies on students' self-reports of 

their performance in academic writing and CT in the UK, and on the students' and staffs 

self-reports plus my analysis of the students' writing samples and observations of classes in China. 

However, according to Tsui (2002), evidence from the existing research studies indicates that self 

reports of cognitive abilities and standardized test scores are positively related. Future studies 

could investigate what tests can be used on Chinese students, and it might be interesting to test 

Chinese students before and after they study in the UK to see whether there is an increase in CT 

skills and dispositions after a period of study. 

In addition, more comparative studies could be conducted in the future between Chinese 

students and English students at the same level, and between Chinese undergraduates and 

graduates. The conclusions of this study relied partly on comparing Chinese undergraduate 

students' performances in academic writing, argumentation and critical thinking in China with 

Chinese graduate students' performance in the UK. Although the study satisfactorily achieves its 

initial aim of investigating the impact of the training Chinese students receive at undergraduate 

level on their critical thinking in writing at an advanced level in the UK, future studies could 

compare the performance of Chinese undergraduates and English undergraduates in academic 

writing and critical thinking, by either looking at their writing samples or using reliable tests, on 

the condition that the institutes where the students are situated are equivalent and comparable. 

Future studies could also compare the performance of graduate students in the UK with those in 

China in academic writing and critical thinking. In addition, future studies could compare the 

performance of the undergraduates and graduates in China. These comparative studies could begin 

to answer the question of whether the differences in students' performance emerging from the 

present study are caused by the different stages of study, or by different academic cultures and 

practice in the two countries. 

Further, future studies could look at the dispositions dimension of CT, and look at the 

relationship between familiarity with subject knowledge and the application of CT skills. As 

discussed in Section 4.5, CT is a very complex and broad topic, and a comprehensive definition of 

CT needs to involve both the cognitive skills and affective dispositions dimensions, and take into 

account the influence of familiarity with subject knowledge on the application of CT skills. 
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However, due to the limited time available and the maximum permitted length of a doctoral thesis, 

the present study has primarily focused on the skills dimension. In addition, the meaning of 

6reflective thinking' in the working definition of CT has been narrowly focused on reasoning in 

writing and outcomes of writing in the present study, rather than the process of learning, as 

advocated in PDP (Personal Development Planning) in many UK universities. Future studies could 

possibly explore the role of reflective thinking in the process of leaming as well as the outcomes. 

Finally, further studies could investigate what might be the best methods of teaching and 

leaming CT for Chinese students. One of the key findings of the study is that systematic training in 

critical thinking seems to be necessary for Chinese students. However, due to the fact that there is 

a great deal of controversy in this area (see Section 4.6), and the higher education situations in 

China differ markedly (e. g. with respect to resources available and class sizes), more effort and 

attention needs to be paid to the exploration of appropriate methods for teaching and learning CT. 

To sum up, the findings of the two studies indicated that the learning context of students does 

play an important role in students' performance in argumentation and critical thinking in writing, 

and unfortunately, training at undergraduate level in China does not seem to be conducive to the 

development of these two skills. This strongly supports Paton's (2005) argument that the 

educational experiences of Chinese students may not prepare them for their study abroad and they 

need to be trained to apply CT skills. It also confirms the finding from the literature review in 

Chapter 2 that more attention needs to be paid to the specific learning context than the traditional 

Confucian-heritage culture of China. Educators also need to be aware of the complex and dynamic 

nature of the educational system in China, and in particular of the existence of institutional, 

disciplinary and individual differences, as well as differences relating to different stages of study. 

Notes 

1. This question was broken down into a set of nine sub-questions in Section 5.1.2.5, covering the 

amount and nature of writing, the processes perceived as being involved, the training and feedback 

received, and the amount and nature of supervision. 
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Appendix 1 Study 1 Preliminary study: Questionnaire 

Q1 Which university or college did you get your first degree from? 

Q2 What subject did you study? 

Q3 How many words were required for your dissertation? 

Q4 What was the topic of your dissertation? 

Q5 How many credits did you get for the dissertation? 

Q6 How important was your dissertation for your degree? 

Q7 What kind of research did you do for your dissertation? 

Q8 How much empirical work did you do? 

Q9 Please state briefly how you wrote your dissertation? E. g., read some books and articles and 

summarised them, or did some research and reported the results and findings 

10 What kind of training did the university provide for your dissertation? 

II Had you written any essays for any course before the dissertation? 

12 What kind of help did you get from your supervisor (if you had one) for your dissertation? 

13 How often did you meet with your supervisor? 

14 What kind of feedback did you get for your dissertation? The feedback could be the feedback 

comments when you submitted drafts to your supervisor, or informal feedback from supervisor 

afterwards, or a formal report from the markers. 
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Study 1 Preliminary study: Questionnaire (Chinese version) 
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Appendix 2 Study 1 Preliminary study: A summary of answers to the questionnaire 
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Appendix 3 Study 1 Preliminary study: Further questions in the inten'iews 

1. Where did you obtain the reading materials for your dissertation? 

2. What writing procedure did you follow? 

3. Would you please tell me the structure of your dissertation? 

4. What was the content of the training for the dissertation? 

5. Did the department stress the problem of plagiarism? 

6. Did the department or your supervisor tell you how to reference? 

7. What did your supervisor emphasise when s/he read your dissertation? What problems did 

s/he point out and what suggestions did s/he give? 
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Appendix 4 Study 1 Questionnaire survey in the UK (English translation) 

Hello, 

I am a PhD student in the Department of Educational Studies at the University of York, and mv 
research is on the critical thinking abilities of Chinese students in academic writing. In the research 
for my MA dissertation, many Chinese students studying in the UK claimed that the\ had 
difficulties in writing essays or dissertations. Among these difficulties, the most frequently 

mentioned one was critical thinking, which is regarded as an ideal educational objective in N%estern 
countries. As a result, I want to do some further research in this area, and I hope the findings of the 
research will be of use to Chinese students. If you obtained your first degree in Mainland China, 

would you please take a few minutes to complete this questionnaire regarding your academic 
writing in China? Please write your answers to the multiple choice questions in the brackets 
following each question. If you are told to write some more information, please write your answers 
in Chinese, unless you need to use English. Your answers would be highly appreciated. 

One point which needs to be explained here is about confidentiality. The questionnaire is not 
completely anonymous. I have suggested you leave your email address or telephone number at the 

end. If you do leave it, your private information will not be used in the final report of the findings, 

and the data gathered through the questionnaire will only be used for my research. I will contact 

you via email or telephone if you are happy to be interviewed later on. 

I would be very grateful for your time and effort for completing this questionnaire. 

Good luck with your study at York, 

Jing Tian 

The Department of Educational Studies 

University of York 

Email: jt I 48@york. ac. uk 
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Gender: 
A. Male B. Female 

2. Age: years 

3. How long have you been working after graduating from your first degree? 

_ 
years months. 

4. Your current subject at York is: 

5. The name of your undergraduate university is: 

6. Your major at undergraduate level was: 

7. The title of your dissertation was: 
Chinese or English can be used here; try to be consistent with your actual title) 

8. In which language did you write your dissertation: 

9. How many words did you write for your dissertation? 

10. How many words did your university require for your dissertation? 

( either 

1. How long did you spend on your dissertation from choosing the topic to submitting the final 

version? months weeks. 

12. Did you need to write a dissertation in order to get your degree? 
A. Yes B. No 

13. Did you know the assessment criteria for dissertations? 
A. Yes B. No 

14. What did you think about the assessment of dissertations in your department? It was generally 

A. Very strict 
B. Strict 
C. About average 
D. Somewhat loose 
E. Very loose 

15. Do you know the approximate proportion of students whose dissertations failed in your 

department? ( 
A. Yes, please specify: B. No 
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16. The primary focus of your dissertation was (more than one answer can be chosen): 

A. A literature review 
C. An experiment or trial 
E. Other. Please specify: 

B. A survey, e. g., an interview or a questionnaire 
D. A computer programme design 

17. You sought the relevant literature to your topic through (more than one answer can be chosen): 

A. Library 
C. Database 
E. Supervisor 
G. Other. Please specify: 

B. The Intemet 
D. Bookstore 
F. Friend 

18. The help the university or department provided for your dissertation writing included (more 

than one answer can be chosen): ( 
A. Courses on academic writing 
B. One or two lectures on academic writing 
C. Guidance given in lectures on other courses 
D. Guidance from your supervisor 
E. Handbooks or emails on the structure and requirement of dissertation 

F. Sample of good dissertations 
G. Bibliography on academic writing 
H. Other. Please specify: 

19. Did you need to clarify the sources of any references? 
A. Yes B. No 

20. Do you know what the approximate proportion of students who committed plagiarism and still 

got a pass or higher? 
A. Yes. Please specify: 

2 1. How often did you see your supervisor? (one answer only) ( 

A. Regularly. Please specify the exact frequency, e. g., once a week: 
B. Not regularly. How many times did you see your supervisor: - 
C. Never. 
F. Other. Please specify: 

22. In addition to face-to-face interaction, in what other ways did you communicate with your 

supervisor (more than one answer can be chosen): ( 

A. Email B. Telephone 

C. MSN or QQ D. Letters or written messages 

E. Other. Please specify: 

23. The supervisor's guidance included (more than one answer can be chosen): ( 

B. No 
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A. Choosing a topic 
C. How to write a dissertation generally 
E. Research methods 
Cx Sentence structure and grammar 
1. Other. Please specify: 

B. Establishing basic structure of the dissertation 
D. Argumentation including critical thinking skills 
F. Subject knowledge 
H. Bibliography 

24. What do you think about the help your supervisor gave you on writing your dissertation? (one 
answer only) ( 

A. Very helpful 
B. Helpful 
C. About average 
D. Not very helpful 
E. Of no help 

25. What kinds of feedback did you get? (more than one answer can be chosen) 
A. The supervisor's oral feedback for each draft 
B. The supervisor's written feedback for each draft 
C. The grade or mark from the department 
D. A written report from the department 
E. A written report from the external marker 
F. There was written feedback, but the students couldn't see it. 
G. No feedback 
H. Other. Please specify: 

26. Before the dissertation, how many essays did you write (one answer only): ( 
A. I wrote essays each term. The number of essays I wrote each term was approximately: 
B. The number of essays written in each term was not fixed. It varied according to the nature 

of the courses taken. The approximate number of essays at undergraduate level was: 
C. I never wrote any essays at undergraduate level. 
D. Other. Please specify: 

27. If you wrote essays at undergraduate level, the length of each essay was 
around words. 

28. What language did you use for writing the essays (one answer only): ( 
A. Chinese 
B. English 
C. Different languages for different courses 
D. Other. Please specify: 

29. What kind of help did you get for writing essays? 
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30. What kind of feedback did you get for your essays? 

There will be a brief follow-up interview after this questionnaire, please leave your email address 
or telephone here. If you can't accept the interview, please specify the reasons: 

Your Email address: 
Internal telephone number: 
Mobile: 
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Questionnaire survey in the UK (Chinese version) 
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Appendix 5 Study I Interview Part A: Follow-up questions from the questionnaire 

1. How long did you spend on your BA dissertation? Do you think it was enough? 

2. What makes you consider the assessment of your undergraduate dissertation strict? 

(This question is based on the findings of the questionnaire and only applicable to those who 

answered "strict" or "very strict" to this question. ) 

3. What do you think are the main reasons for the problem of plagiarism among Chinese students 

in China? 

4. For those students who had received guidance on argumentation and critical thinking, what is 

your understanding of these two concepts and what did your teachers stress to you? 

5. What kind of guidance did you want to get from your supervisor? 

6. What did you do with the supervisor's feedback? 

7. What did you learn from the supervisor's feedback? 

Study I Interview Part A (Chinese version) 
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Appendix 6 Study 1 Interview Part B: Questions regarding learning experiences in the UK 

1. According to the feedback you have received so far, how satisfied are you with your 

performance with writing in the UK? 

2. What in your writing has been highlighted by the teachers in the UK? What do you think your 

strengths and weaknesses are? What are you worried about the most? What are you doing to 

overcome these problems? 

3. Do you think your writing in the UK is significantly different from that in China? What are the 

differences? 

4. On the basis of your interaction with your teachers and their feedback on your writing in the UK, 

do you think they stress critical thinking? How do they explain the concept to you? 

5. After a period of study in the UK, have you established an understanding of critical thinking? 

What is it? 

Thefollowing three questions are asked after an explanation of the skills (see Appendix 7). 

6. Do your tutors and supervisors in the UK stress the critical thinking skills on the list? In what 

ways do they stress them? 

7. How satisfied are you with your ability to apply these skills to academic writing? 

8. If you have used some of the skills, what are they? If you have not used any of the skills, what 

are the main reasons? 

Study I Interview Part B: Questions regarding learning experiences in the UK (Chinese 

version) 
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Appendix 7A list of critical thinking skills 

I To identify key issues in a text; 

2. To identify hidden assumptions made by a writer; 

3. To recognise important relationships between points and between texts; 

4. To draw inferences from texts (if X happened, this implies Y); 

5. To evaluate evidence (or authority); 

6. To draw conclusions; 

7. To recognise a problem or formulate a research question; 

8. To formulate multiple alternatives for resolving a problem; 

9. To explain clearly the basis for one's comments and the results of one's study; 

10. To reflect on one's own reasoning (E. g., to recognise one's personal bias, to detect and correct 

errors, and to identify the limitations). 
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Appendix 8 Study 2 Pilot study: Outline of interview with students in China 

Part 1: Questions about writing in general 

1. How often do you write essays? 

2. How many words do you write for each essay? 

3. How do you write an essay? (E. g. by doing a literature review, or an empirical study? ) 

4. How many books and journal articles do you read for each essay? 

5. What do you think the characteristics of a good essay are? 

6. What difficulties do you have in writing? 

Part 2: Questions about critical thinking 

1. Do you know the term Critical Thinking? If you do, what is your understanding of it? 

2. Do you try to develop a line of argument in your essay? If you do, how do you defend your 

own points? 

3. Do you try to use any evidence to support your points? If you do, where is the evidence from? 

(E. g. by using the research findings of others? ) 

4. Do you question the points in the articles you are reading? 

5. Do you take into account the opposite points in your writing? How do you refute them? 

6. Have you done any research to test your hypotheses? (E. g. doing a survey study to test your 

hypothesis that lecture attendance rate for girls is higher than that for boys. ) 

7. Are you aware of the weaknesses in your own arguments when you write? How do you find 

them? What do you do about them? (e. g. by having a 'with hindsight' section, or pointing out 

further research directions? ) 

Part 3: Questions about training (for those students who are attending a training course on writing) 

1. Please tell me some details of the current training course: how many hours per week? What 

are the aims of the course? What content is included? What types of teaching are involved? 

What assignments are left to be done? 

2. What do you think about the current training course? Do you think it helps you with your 
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essay writing? 

3. Does your course tutor on writing emphasise critical thinking in students' writing? How about 

other academic staff who teach you in your department? 

4. Are there any requirements for your essay assignments? What are they? 

5. What feedback have you received on your writing? 

6. Do you know the criteria for the grades for students' writing? What are they? 

7. According to your feedback and experience, what do your teachers value in students' writing? 

8. What are your suggestions for the current training course? 

Part 4: Questions about plagiarism 

1. How do you quote in your writing? 

2. What do you think about plagiarism? Is it OK or wrong? Is it very common among students? 

3. What measures do your teachers take to deal with plagiarism? 

Study 2 Pilot study: Outline of interview with students in China (Chinese version) 
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Appendix 9 Study 2 Pilot Study: Outline of interview with academic staff in China 

1. What do you value in students' writing? 

2. What is your understanding of the term Critical Thinking? 

3. What do you think about the importance of Critical Thinking in education, especially in 

student writing? 

4. How do you foster critical thinking in student writing? 

5. What are your criteria for marking? 

6. Do you make comments on student writing? Do you discuss drafts with students? Do you ever 

give feedback orally or privately? 

7. What do you think the main problems of student writing are? 

8. What do you think about plagiarism? Do you take measures to reduce or avoid plagiarism in 

student writing? What are they? 

9. What do you emphasise in the writing course? What are the main purposes of the course? (for 

the tutors of writing courses only) 

Study 2 Pilot Study: Outline of interview with academic staff in China (Chinese version) 
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Appendix 10 Study 2 Evaluation framework for text analysis 

This framework combines Andrews's (2007) principles of argumentation and aspects of a critical 
approach with Facione's (2006) critical thinking skills and Tsui's (2002) definition of critical 
thinking. 

Andrews's seven principles of argumentation 

I. "Use a single authorial voice". 

2. Find a balance "between the 'personal'voice and the impersonal voice". 

3. "Have a vertical and paradigmatic structure and organization", which requires 

C&c lass ification and categorisation", and "clarity of ideas, definitions, understandin(i of t, 
hierarchies of ideas, making distinctions between phenomena, etc. " 

4. "Have logical or quasi-logical structure momentum: one idea or paragraph must lead to 

another and have some clearly defined connection to it. " 

5. Be "explicit in the connections". 

6. Demonstrate "aspects of the discourse of essay or paper writing", such as "the use ot'a 

certain kind of diction", 'an academic tone", "a detached, disinterested energy", and 

being evidence-oriented. 

7. Show "evidence of critical thought". (p. 6) 

Andrews's four aspects of a critical approach to argumentation: 

I. the ability to evaluate different sources; 

the awareness of contradictory views to one's own; 

3. a tendency to be sceptical in reading; 

and being as objective as possible. 

A list of CT skills derived from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002) (also see Appendix 7) 

To identify key issues in a text- 

To ldentify hidden assumptions made by a writer; 

-cen texts, To recognise important relationships between points and bet\N 

To draw inferences from texts (if X happened, this implies Y), 
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5. To evaluate evidence (or authority); 

6. To draw conclusions; 

7. To recognise a problem or formulate a research question; 

8. To fonnulate multiple alternatives for resolving a problem; 

9. To explain clearly the basis for one's comments and the results of one's study: 

10. To reflect on one's own reasoning (E. g., to recognise one's personal bias, to detect and 

correct errors, and to identify the limitations). 
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Appendix 11 Study 2 Main study: Outline of interview with students 

Part 1: Questions about writing in general 

I- How often do you write essays? 

2. How many words do you write for each essay? 

3. How do you write an essay? (E. g. by doing a literature review, or a study? ) 

4. How many books and journal articles do you read for each essay? 

5. What do you think the characteristics of a good essay are? 

6. What difficulties do you have in writing? (E. g., developing a line of argument? ) 

Part 2: Questions about critical thinking 

Do you know these skills? 

2. Do you need these skills? 

3. Do you use these skills? 

4. Why don't you use these skills? 

5. What teaching and learning activities do you think help you develop these skills? 

6. What activities do you think prevent you from doing these? 

7. If you have a training course on writing, does your course tutor on writing emphasise these 

critical thinking skills in students' writing? How about other academic staff who teach you in 

your department? 

8. Are there any requirements for your essay assignments? What are they? 

9. What feedback have you received on last 2 or 3 pieces of work? 

10. Do you know the criteria for the grades for students' writing? What are they? 

11. According to your feedback and experience, what do your teachers value in students' writing? 

12. If you have a training course on academic writing, what are your suggestions for the course? 

Part 3: Questions about plagiarism 

I. Do you point out all the sources of other people's ideas or words in your writing? 

2. What do you think about plagiarism? Is it OK or wrong? Is it very common among students? 
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What measures do your teachers take to deal with plagiarism? 

Study 2 Main study: Outline of interview with students in China (Chinese version) 
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Appendix 12 Study 2 Main study: Outline of interview with academic staff 

1. What do you think the main problems of students' writing are? 

2. What do you think about plagiarism? Do you take measures to avoid or reduce plagiarism in 

student writing? What are they? 

3. What do you emphasise in the writing course? What are the main purposes of the course? (for 

the tutors of writing courses only) 

4. What do you value in students' writing? 

5. What do you think about the importance of Critical Thinking in education, especially in 

student writing? 

6. What teaching and learning activities do you think help students develop these skills? 

7. What activities do you think prevent students from doing these skills? 

8. How do you foster critical thinking in student writing? 

9. What are your criteria for marking? 

10. Do you make comments on students' writing? Do you discuss drafts with students? Do you 

ever give oral or written feedback individually? 

Study 2 Main study: Outline of interview with academic staff (Chinese version) 

10. 
04 ? 

Notes (for Appendices II and 12) 

A list of CT skills derived from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002): 

To identify key issues in a text; 
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2) To identify hidden assumptions made by a writer; 

3) To recognise important relationships between points and between texts; 

liflZrIli, A. -'riA. "Zrial Ml)ý Al 

4) To draw inferences from texts (if X happened, this implies Y); *WT 

5) To evaluate evidence (or authority); ni 
-Z 

+ M, fý if; 4 f] E M, ft fjT- P] Jý 

6) To draw conclusions; -F Mp -it 

7) To recognise a problem or formulate a research question; TA Aiff ýZ fu])N 

8) To formulate multiple alternatives for resolving a problem; 
m 

9) To explain clearly the basis for one's comments and the results of one's study; eR Mttffl 

E3 

10) To reflect on one's own reasoning (E. g., to recognise one's personal bias, to detect and 

correct errors, and to identify the limitations). XJMEMfffýEftrbAffjýkA&W (ýQkW 

17 AAX, fthk UR ffil IM iX Jt gq IA*, R-i ivk !, Q Yll rl EA ýý M. W it V) 

A working definition of plagiarism 

Plagiarism is using others' ideas and words without clearly acknowledging the source of that 

information 

(Source: hqp: //www. indiana. edu/-wts/pamphlets/plaRiarism. shtml . 
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Appendix 13 Study 2 Descriptions of categories for the classroom observation data 

Category 

Class size 
Number of questions 

Percent of questions by students 

Percent of multiple responses 

Percent of students responding to students 

Percent of student participation 

Number of student challenges 

Number of volunteered comments 

Number of compliments by professor 

(Source: Tsui, 2002: 760) 

Description 
The number of students in a class. 
The total number of questions posed bý 

students and the instructor. 
Percentage of total questions that were posed 
by a student (as opposed to the instructor). 
Percentage of total questions that elicited a 
response from more than one individual. 
Percentage of questions posed by a student that 

were met by a response from another student. 
Percentage of students present in class who 
participated in the class discussion. 
Number of statements by a student that 

expressed dissent or disagreement xvith what 
had been said in the class discussion. 

Number of comments that were Volunteered by 

a student (this excludes questions posed by 

students or students responses to a question 

posed). 
Number of compliments by an instructor to a 

student for his or her contribution to the class 
discussion. 
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Appendix 14 Study 2 Main study: Outline of Interview with students - the revised version 
after re-piloting 

Part 1: Questions about writing in general 

1. How often do you write essays? 

2. How many words do you write for each essay? 

3. How do you write an essay? (E. g. by doing a literature review, or an empirical study? ) 

4. How many books and journal articles do you read for each essay? 

5. What do you think the characteristics of a good essay are? 

6. What difficulties do you have in writing? (E. g., developing a line of argument? ) 

Part 2: Questions about the ten critical thinking skills 

Do you know these skills? 

2. Do you need these skills? 

3. Do you use these skills? 

4. Why don't you use these skills? 

5. What teaching and learning activities do you think you need to use these skills? 

6. What teaching and learning activities do you think you do not need to use these skills? 

7. If you have a training course on writing, does the course tutor emphasise these critical 

thinking skills in student writing? How about other academic staff who teach you in your 

department? 

8. Are there any requirements for your essay assignments? What are they? 

9. What feedback have you received on your last 2 or 3 pieces of work? 

10. Do you know the criteria for the grades for student writing? What are they? 

11. According to your feedback and experience, what do your teachers value in student writing? 

12. If you have a training course on academic writing, what are your suggestions for the course? 

Part 3: Questions about plagiarism 

1. Do you point out all the sources of the ideas or words from other people in your writing? 

2. What do you think about plagiarism? Is it OK or wrong? Is it very common among students? 
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3. What measures do your teachers take to deal with plagiarism? 

Study 2 Main study: Outline of interview with students - the revised version after re-piloting 
(Chinese version) 
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Appendix 15 Study 2 Main study: Outline of interview with academic staff - the revised 
version after re-piloting 

1. What do you think the main problems of students' writing are? 

2. What do you think about plagiarism? Do you take measures to reduce or avoid plagiarism in 

student writing? What are they? 

3. What do you emphasise in the writing course? What are the main purposes of the course? (for 

the tutors of writing courses only) 

4. What do you value in student writing? 

5. What are your criteria for marking? 

6. Do you make comments on student writing? Do you discuss drafts with students? Do you ever 

give feedback orally or privately? 

7. What do you think about the importance of Critical Thinking in education, especially in 

student writing? 

8. In what teaching and learning activities do you think your students need to use these skills? 

9. In what teaching and learning activities do you think your students do not need to use these 

skills? 

10. How do you foster critical thinking in student writing? 

Study 2 Main study: Outline of interview with academic staff - the revised version after 
re-piloting (Chinese version) 
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Notes (for Appendices 14 and 15) 

A list of CT skills derived from Facione (2006) and Tsui (2002) (also see Appendix 7): 

1) To identify key issues in a text; 

2) To identify hidden assumptions' made by a writer; 

3) To recognise important relationships between points and between texts; 0, ## )Z rp 

AB] , A. li A fal Ax 
4) To draw inferenceS2 from texts (if X happened, this implies Y); 4VVT 

5) To evaluate evidence (or authority); ný 3C rP M itil ý4 nEr ný AM 

6) To draw conclusions; -FMptý 

7) To recognise a problem or formulate a research question; ?A ALiff 5t fw]jg, 

8) To formulate multiple alternatives for resolving a problem; 
a 

9) To explain clearly the basis for one's comments and the results of one's study; MV-ýtM 

i *- nEM, un 'A' *fl qf rL g5hlm 
10) To reflect on one's own reasoning (E. g., to recognise one's personal bias, to detect and 

correct errors, and to identify the limitations). X'f n EM ýff I'MHAIT ' -i"M&W OOMW 

Arl., ft"tk UR YIJ UR AMEMAW it n-, 

A working definition of plagiarism 

Plagiarism is using others' ideas and words without clearly acknowledging the source of that 

information VOIAM, M. 

(Source: http: //www. indiana. edu/-wts/pamphlets/Slaaiarism. shtml - 

1. An example of hidden assumptions 

Premise 1: Fish can swim. tl"SFOMc. 

Premise 2: My father can swim. 

,A*,, 
M . Conclusion: My father is a fish. RlV-, lV 

(Source: Brown and Rutter, 2006: 4) 

Hidden assumption: Anything which can swim is afish. 
11x*1vffkA- 

2. Definition of inference: $iýO#YZ-Z 
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a. The act or process of deriving logical conclusions from premises known or assumed to be 
true. A EM M*+ AiIT%* WM LLb -M iý M ff )ý 1: 11MY. 

b. The act of reasoning from factual knowledge or evidence. 
(Source: http: //dictionary. reference. com/browse/inference) 
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Appendix 16 Study 2 Main study: A summary of the essays and dissertations 

Department Essay/ Code Title Length Time of 
Dissertation (FE and FD titles are translations) (pages) submission 

Department Essay EEOI Gain from arts 2 Nov 2007 
of Foreign EE02 We all need arts 2 Nov 2007 
Languages EE03 Liberal arts in college education I Nov 2007 

EE04 Do not say goodbye to liberal arts 2 Nov 2007 
EE05 More successful and more enjoyable 1.5 Nov 2007 
EE06 Liberal arts courses: essential for 1.5 Nov 2007 

college students 
EE07 Pay attention to the development of 2 Nov 2007 

your mind 
EE08 Appreciate the arts 1.5 Nov 2007 
EE09 Liberal arts courses should be I Nov 2007 

required for a college degree 
EEIO The art of life 1.5 Nov 2007 

Dissertation EDO I Communication: the road leading to 23 July 2007 
Bable 

ED02 Tragic of Miss Emily - the tragic of 19 July 2007 

all human beings 
ED03 Research of company cross-cultural 18 July 2007 

human resource management 
ED04 On metaphors in scientific discourse 21 July 2007 
ED05 English translation of Chinese Dish 21 July 2007 

names based on functionalism 
Department Essay FEOI Cash pooling in group corporations 35 Dec 2007 

of FE02 A comparative analysis of the capital 23 Dec 2007 
International structure of Yanjing Beer and the 
Trade and bankruptcy of United Airlines 
Finance FE03 An analysis of the merger between 8 Dec 2007 

Guomei and Dazhong, and the 
development trend of electrical chain 
stores 

FE04 Fund chains of companies: two case 21 Dec 2007 

studies 
FE05 Stock index futures and options 27 Dec 2007 

FE06 TDL -a Chinese way of going 39 Dec 2007 

multinational 
FE07 The concept of MBO and the 22 Dec 2007 

essential elements of it 
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FE08 Feasibility of real estate projects 8 Dec 2007 
FE09 Interpreting Buffett's success 27 Dec 2007 
FEW Valid tax avoidance 9 Dec 2007 

Dissertation FDO I A quest for settlement based on RMB 42 July 2007 
and TWD across the Straits 

FD02 The foundation of the social security 36 July 2007 
system of Beijing and the change in 
inhabitants' investment behaviours 

FD03 Analysis of the dividend policy of 38 July 2007 

companies listed on the estate board 

of the Shanghai Stock Exchange in 
China 

FD04 Study of residential mortgage 35 July 2007 
defaulting 

FD05 Analysis of industry characteristics of 31 July 2007 
the capital structure of companies 
listed on the Shanghai Stock 
Exchange 
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Appendix 17 Study 2 Informed consent form for participation in research 

Department of Educational 
Studies 
University of York 
York, YO 10 5DD 
England 

Jing Tian 
Email:. it I 48(-ayork. ac. uk 
Website: www. york. ac. uk 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
For participation in research 

The purpose of this document, in accordance with the requirements of the university's code of 
research ethics, is to make explicit the nature of the proposed involvement between the researcher 
and the persons/organisation agreeing to supply information (the participants), and to record that 
the research subjects understand and are happy with the proposed arrangements. 

The researchers The researcher in charge of this study is Jing Tian, a Ph. D student in the 
Department of Educational Studies, University of York, York, YOIO 5DD, England. Complaints 
may be addressed of more information can be provided by the supervisor of the student, Dr 
Graham Low, at the above address. The research project is designed within the framework of the 
student's study for the award of the Doctor of Philosophy Degree. 

The research The purpose of the research as a whole is to investigate the critical thinking of 
Chinese students in academic writing at UK universities. More specifically the research study 
seeks to explore (1) whether Chinese students studying on postgraduate at UK universities 
perceive that they lack, or are perceived to lack critical thinking in academic writing, and (2) what 
impact the training received at undergraduate level in China has on students' critical thinking in 

academic writing. 

What participation in the study will involve As part of a case study which aims to explore the 

second research question, as mentioned above, participants (undergraduate students/teachers) will 
be invited for an interview which will last around 30 to 60 minutes and audio-recorded. It is 

understood that the interviewee is free to decline to answer any question, to terminate the 
interview at any time and to require that any section or the whole of the recording be deleted. 

Use of the data The aim will be eventually to present the research along with the data collected 
in other parts of the study in academic contexts. Furthermore, it may be presented through 

publications, conference presentations, teaching and so on. If so requested the research will refrain 

303 



APPENDICES 

from using data that the subject considers sensitive. The university in which the main research will 
be conducted will be given copies of a summary of the results of the study. 

Anonymity of participants All interview data acquired will be treated as confidential. Unless 

specifically agreed otherwise, no names will be made publicly available. References in 

publications, talks etc. to particular jobs, organizations, individuals etc. will be anonymised and 
features which might make identification easy will be removed. 

Declaration by the research subject(s): I/we have read and am/are happy with the arrangements 
as set out above. 

Signature of participant(s) 

Researcher's signature 

Date 
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Appendix 18 Study 2A sample of interview transcript: interview witb FT3 

T (Interviewer): The first question is what you think the main problems of student writing are? 
FT3 (Interviewee): I give lectures, and I also supervise students' dissertations. I think both student 

essays and dissertations are problematic. I found that the language in essays was very much like 

the language on Internet forums. You know, there are a lot of newly invented words on the Internet 

which are not appropriate for academic writing. There are also typing errors. Students wrongly use 

words provided automatically by "intelligent" language programmes on their computers. I think 

these problems are due to the popularity of computers. I once asked students why there were so 

many language errors, they told me they could not even recognise these errors when they re-read 

their own writing. It is a serious issue now. Another reason could be a lack of training in this aspect. 

They have not been trained in academic writing, and they do not know what language should be 

used, and thus use many words they see in novels. In addition, their use of punctuation is awful. 

They have no idea about appropriate punctuation in academic writing: they sometimes use English 

punctuation in Chinese writing, and Chinese punctuation in English writing. Generally speaking, I 

think student academic writing is very problematic. 

T: The second question is about plagiarism among students. What do you think about this issue? 

FT3: I used to be very serious about this issue, but I have changed my attitude after I had a chat 

with students. Once, I asked a class with more than 200 students to write an assignment about their 

career planning. After students had submitted their work, I found that ten of them were very 

similar to each other. I treated this as plagiarism at first, but the students involved told me that they 

had just used the same template but not the content. The template told them what needed to be 

included in the introduction, the main body and the conclusion, and they just replaced the content 

with their own. From then on, I began to divide the students who had copied into two groups: 

those who had just copied the form or structure; and those who had copied both the structure and 

content. I think the prevalence of copying is due to the popularity and convenience of the Internet. 

In the past, it took time to copy texts by hand, but now they just copy and paste from the Internet. 

These ten students all began with a description of the current economic situation which was very 

similar to each other, followed by a discussion of the future development of the economy, which 
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was also very similar, and then the personal plan, which showed individual differences. This is 

what I call copying the form or structure, which I treat differently from copying the whole text 

from others. Actually, the copy of the whole text is very rare among students. 

T: Do you take measures to reduce or avoid plagiarism in student writing? 

FT3: I told students that if they copied the whole text, they would not have the chance to write the 

assignment again. However, if they just copied the structure, I would give them a second chance to 

write the essay. I treat these two kinds of cheating differently, but I will make it clear to them that 

even copying the structure is wrong. 

T: Do your students take writing courses? 

FT3: No, not even the College Chinese does writing nowadays, but I believe they touch on some 

aspects of writing, for example, by giving students some good writing examples. There is no 

specific training in writing. 

T: What do you value in student writing? 

FT3: The first thing is that there should be some innovative ideas. I once asked my students to 

write a self introduction this year, and I told them their writing needed to be creative and 

impressive. I told them this had to be presented in a positive way, without leaving me with any 

negative impressions. The writing also needed to be realistic, avoiding any made-up stories. I got 

more than 180 assignments back from them, among which around 20 really impressed me. These 

essays shared two features: one was originality, one was the use of humorous language. One 

student described his role in his family: his sense of responsibility was unique and left a deep 

impression on me. I think innovative and unique ideas are worth 60% of the overall mark. 

T: Do you mark students'work? 

FT3: Yes. 

T: Do you have criteria for marking then? 

FT3: If they have very good ideas, I give them a high mark. If they only explain basic things 

clearly without any obvious mistakes, I give them a medium mark. If they do not have good ideas, 

and do not explain things clearly either, I would think they have not taken the work seriously and I 

would give them a low mark. I do not think students at this university have any big problems with 

ability. It is only an attitude problem if they do the work poorly. 

T: Do you make comments on students' writing? 
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FT3: I give few written comments. I only summarise the general results of the assignments in class, 

such as the strengths and weaknesses they have in common. I do not give the assignments back to 

them, because I have too many students and no teaching assistants. I do all the work by myself 

T: Do you supervise student dissertations? 

FT3: Yes, I do. 

T: Do you discuss their drafts with them? 

FT3: Yes, I do. 

T: Do you give them oral feedback? 

FT3: Yes, indeed I do. 

T: The rest of the questions are about critical thinking. Here is the working definition of CT in my 

study which comprises ten skills. Would you please first have a look and tell me if you have any 

problems with understanding them? 

FT3: I don't think I have problems with understanding them. 

T: I will now ask you some question about CT. The first question is what you think about the 

importance of CT in education. 

FT3: I think CT can help students with their independent thinking. This means they can think and 

argue logically. 

T: What do you think is the role of CT in student writing then? 

FT3: I think it is a necessary tool. I think it makes arguments more persuasive in academic writing, 

and will help you explain your ideas more clearly. 

T: In what teaching and learning activities do you think students need to use these CT skills? 

FT3: Probably writing. Because I teach Communication Skills, I differentiate, explicitly or 

implicitly, oral presentation from writing. I think when you write, you have to give reasons for the 

results and conclusion for the sake of completeness. Although you need to give reasons in oral 

presentations as well, I think they are less rigorous than essay writing. In addition, oral 

presentation is normally done by groups, which does not completely reflect an individual student's 

thinking ability. I think independent work is different from group work because independent work 

can better reflect students' CT. In group work, students divide the task and do their own part 

separately. It might be better if they discussed issues throughout the work together, but they 

normally do not do this because they have no time. 
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T: In what teaching and learning activities do you think students need CT skills to a lesser degree? 

FT3: I think many ordinary classes have the same problem: they have constrained students' 

thinking, by giving students exercises such as factual or multiple-choice questions in normal 

exams. However, the writing exercises are better, as they require students to give viewpoints and 

supportive evidence, and to consider opposite views. 

T: Have you tried to help students improve these skills in writing? 

FT3: This is not the main objective of my classes. I personally object to students' rote learning, 

and have few memory-oriented items in tests. Most of the items in the tests I design require 

students to understand and think. Maybe this helps students with their CT. 
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