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What is critical thinking?
Should we teach it in and English 
Language class?



People who think critically consistently attempt to live 
rationally, reasonably, empathically. They realize that no 
matter how skilled they are as thinkers, … they will 
always at times fall prey to mistakes in reasoning, human 
irrationality, prejudices, biases, distortions, uncritically 
accepted social rules and taboos, self-interest, and vested 
interest. They strive to improve the world in whatever 
ways they can and contribute to a more rational, 
civilized society. 

~ Linda Elder, September 2007
http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/our-conception-of-critical-thinking/411 (accessed 4/3/18)

http://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/our-conception-of-critical-thinking/411


Critical thinking is one of the most 
sought after qualities that 
employers look for in job candidates 
in almost any industry. Critical 
thinking refers to the ability to 
analyze information objectively and 
make a reasoned judgment.

https://www.thebalance.com/critical-thinking-definition-
with-examples-2063745 (accessed 4/3/18)

https://www.thebalance.com/top-skills-employers-want-2062481
https://www.thebalance.com/critical-thinking-definition-with-examples-2063745


Five Critical Thinking skills
Analysis 
Communication
Creativity
Open-mindedness
Problem-solving skills

Put the five critical thinking skills in order of importance



What’s the order for:
• an English language class?
• an engineering firm?
• a social worker?



What is the most important 
critical thinking skill in a English 

class?

Communication and language!
NOTE: This is my opinion rather than a fact!



What language do you need to …

highlight prejudices and stereotypes and show open-mindedness?
highlight biases and distortions and analyse research?
question social rules and taboos and be creative?
describe self- and vested interest? 



From Innovations Intermediate, Dellar and Walkley 2003







From Outcomes Advanced



Can we do critical thinking for 
Elementary learners or Beginners?



Challenging 
accepted social 
rules and taboos:
language at low 
levels and the 
avoidance of 
mistakes



.

© Lynn Johnson/ National Geographic Creative in Outcomes Upper-Intermediate p140

Vested interests
and self interest
Noticing what’s not there, 
asking why,
getting alternative 
perspectives



© Kenneth Garrett / National 
Geographic Creative

What questions 
might you ask 
about this photo 
to encourage 
critical thinking?



Vested interests are complex
• Publisher rep
• Writer
• Trainer / Methodologist
• Teacher
• Language student 



Interests and prejudices of (some) teachers
• Prepare as little as possible
• Be the boss
• Avoid embarrassment
• Keep control
• Deliver exam results



These interests may counter critical thinking!
• “It teaches itself!”
• One answer
• Avoid challenge 
• Avoid divergence from the textbook (language students may 

not know)
• Can it be tested? What’s in the test? Give the students the 

answers.

Technology often has the same tendency but better!
It may be more in our interest to encourage divergence in the class!



Why have a box?
What could be good and bad about them?



What’s good about the box?
Writer/Publisher – can speak directly to 
teacher and student
Teacher – signals what is intended to be 
‘taught’
Student – if they are struggling, then 
maybe it helps

Why have a box?
Publisher – marketing, USP
Writer – present something new, USP



The potential to turn it into grammar!

• Learning about rather than doing
• One in every unit!
• Only about one thing (no interaction with other skills).
• No repetitions (unless it’s more complex) 
• Done the boxed section, done the teaching and 

learning

What’s bad about a critical thinking box? 



Ticked boxes?

• Evaluating ideas
• Interpreting data
• Supporting arguments
• Understanding and evaluating ideas
• Asking critical questions
• Assessing information
• Fact and opinion
• Understanding other perspectives
• Detecting bias
• Thinking through consequences

from Perspectives Upper Intermediate



Skills – and language! - come from 
practising the same thing over time –
in different contexts.

The Box / The Explanation is the 
smallest part of teaching and learning.



Divergence and critical thinking: giving students a voice



Critical thinking outside the box

Language for critical thinking
Critical thinking about language
Critical thinking tasks to generate (unknown) language.
Repeated encounters and interacting with other skills.

Developing skills of creativity. How might you do that?



Vested interest alert!

Other alternatives are available!





Critical thinking questions about language

What else do people follow?
What might happen if you don’t obey a rule?
What’s an example of a high score on a test or essay?
Who sets rules? What else can people set?
How might you adapt a book / adapt to a colder 
climate / adapt to a new culture? 















Should we teach critical thinking skills 
at all in an English class?

Yes! It coincides with good language 
learning:
- language and communication rich
- student-focused
- divergent possibilities and 

development

NOTE: That is my opinion not a fact!
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