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Abstract 

During the 2019-2020 financial year, it was estimated that international students 

generated over 37 billion dollars worth of revenue for Australia. The impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on the number of international students enrolling to study has 

placed the Australian higher education sector at risk of significant loss of revenue. 

Thus, the tertiary sector would benefit from finding opportunities to effectively 

reclaim and enhance this market in the future. Innovative pedagogical approaches, 

based on understanding and meeting the actual needs of international students, would 

better equip these students to meet the challenges of the future. In turn, such 

approaches would provide the sector with a crucial point of difference. Reports that 

international students experience difficulty engaging in critical thinking and 

academic writing present an opportunity for pedagogical strategies that can close this 

gap. Considerable research has been conducted to explore the complexities of 

teaching critical thinking and academic writing yet few authors have investigated the 

connection between these constructs. Underpinned by academic literacies theory and 

Larsson’s critical thinking sequence (2017), this thesis presents a design for a new 

pedagogical approach to critical thinking and academic writing. Using an educational 

design research approach and a combination of qualitative data gathering methods, 

the study demonstrates that, with changes to teaching philosophy and classroom 

practice, international students can realise improvements in their critical thinking and 

academic writing. These findings present an opportunity to the higher education 

sector to consider new ways to understand the needs of international students and to 

better approach engagement with this unique segment of the student body. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Rationale 

International students are important to Australian industry, contributing 

approximately $37.5 billion to the export economy during the 2019-2020 financial year 

(Australian Government, Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2021). Although 

the Australian higher education sector has previously enjoyed a steady increase in 

international enrolments, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted 

the industry. As of November 2020, over 100,000 students had deferred their studies, and 

enrolments in higher education had reduced by 14% (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2020). 

This development has highlighted the need to re-evaluate the international education sector 

and consider how we reposition ourselves to engage differently with the market moving 

forward. However, opportunities exist for universities to develop innovative approaches in 

order to cultivate ongoing international interest in Australian education. 

International students have often been asked to share their experiences of the 

Australian higher education system. An appreciation of the literature illustrates that, as well 

as experiencing significant challenges, international students also possess a great desire to 

improve their skills and a willingness to use feedback to enhance their development 

(Cennetkusu, 2017; Eldaba & Isbell, 2018; Weaver & Jackson, 2011). It is therefore useful to 

explore the areas in which improvements can be made. Critical thinking and academic 

writing are two constructs in which international students are reported to experience difficulty 

(Al-Mukdad, 2019; Eldaba & Isbell, 2018; Paton, 2011; Zhang, 2011). However, despite 

opinions to the contrary (Davies, 2013; Lee & Carrasquillo 2006), an innate lack of critical 

thinking skills among international students is not a consistent finding in the research 

literature. It is clear, however, that international students experience difficulties 

understanding university expectations and expressing their thoughts in a manner that is in 



13 

 

 

keeping with university requirements. Thus, the ability of tertiary educators to design 

pedagogical approaches which assist in understanding and meeting the actual needs of 

international students, could result in a crucial point of difference in a sector keen to remain a 

country of choice for international education.  

The Australian education sector values critical thinking as a necessary skill: it is 

identified as one of the seven general capabilities in the Australian Curriculum (Australian 

Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2019). Australian universities also 

perceive critical thinking as important and many of them, including Griffith University, 

include it in their list of graduate attributes. In addition, studies such as that by Jackson 

(2013) have determined critical thinking to be one in the combination of skills needed in 

graduates hoping to gain employment in a number of industries. During university study, 

various forms of academic communication are used to illustrate students’ critical thinking and 

written analytical texts are often the favoured medium in which students are required to 

demonstrate their thinking ability. However, despite the clear necessity of both critical 

thinking and academic writing skills, scholars argue that both constructs are difficult to 

define, hard to teach, and even harder to master (Duro et al., 2013; Egege & Kutieleh, 2004; 

Fox, 1994; Shaheen, 2016; Willingham, 2008). 

Plentiful research has been conducted to explore the complexities of teaching critical 

thinking and academic writing (Butler, 2013; Duro et al., 2013; Henderson & Hirst, 2007; 

van Dyk, 2005; Weaver & Jackson, 2011), yet few authors have investigated the connection 

between these constructs. Hammer and Green (2011) considered this a needed area of 

research, encouraging further exploration of the relationship between the constructs. This 

research project is underpinned by the perspective that this relationship is interdependent – 

that is, academic writing cannot exist without critical thinking preceding it and critical 

thinking is often not deemed to exist unless academic writing reflects the critical thought 
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process. However, both are also separate constructs and one should not be confused with the 

other. Understanding how this relationship functions is crucial to learning how to teach both 

constructs in a meaningful way. Therefore, the goal of this study is to address the overarching 

research question: Does the integrated teaching of critical thinking and academic writing 

influence international students’ engagement and learning? 

Significance 

This research is significant as it addresses a number of gaps in critical thinking and 

academic writing literature. Maringe and Jenkins (2015) refer to the need for universities to 

explore approaches which privilege difference over deficit and achieving this was a key aim of 

this project. Approaching international education from a non-deficit perspective is often absent 

from research and educators such as Henderson and Hirst (2007) have found it difficult to design 

effective methods of doing so. Therefore, this study is valuable as few researchers have 

investigated how (instead of viewing multilingualism as a constraint) tertiary educators can 

capitalise on multilingualism and diversity in their classrooms. The study also supplements both 

the academic literacies approach (Lea & Street, 1998; 2006) and Larsson’s critical thinking 

sequence (2017), by providing methods of operationalising each theory for classroom use.  

The use of educational design research methodology is novel in this area and the choice 

of this method provides a replicable design that other educators and researchers could trial in their 

own classrooms. As the literature lacks deep explanation of the teaching processes that are used 

to develop critical thinking (Behar-Horenstein & Niu, 2011), this study provides a pilot structure 

for how this can be done. Educational research does not always lead to noticeable changes in 

teaching practices (Mertler, 2006); however, this study is able to influence implementation as it 

offers both theoretical justification for the design and a structure to follow if educators wish to 

explore it further. Further, the use of multiple methods of data collection allows a deeper 

assessment of student improvements to be made. Finally, the use of Larsson’s (2017) critical 
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thinking sequence as a basis for both design and assessment enables critique and refinement to be 

undertaken by interested parties.  

Importantly, this study challenges long-held beliefs about international students and 

critical thinking. Literature often discusses the problems international students experience in 

adjusting to Western writing conventions (Al-Mukdad, 2019; Eldaba & Isbell, 2018; Zhang, 

2011); however, experiencing problems with literacy should not lead to the assumption that 

the root cause is a lack of critical thought. As Rear (2017) demonstrates, empirical evidence 

simply does not support the assertion that Asian students lack critical thinking skills. Indeed, 

the decision making involved in embarking on an international education can, instead, reflect 

deep levels of critical analysis. Adopting an approach that challenges the deficit belief system 

allows this research to more deeply explore the role that educators can play in confronting 

unhelpful stereotypes and transforming international education.  

This research meets this challenge by exploring the actual proficiency of international 

students and considering how educators can adapt their practice and philosophy to build on 

strengths, rather than to remedy weaknesses. In addition, by separating critical thinking from 

analytical writing, the study allows a clearer, more equitable assessment to be made of 

international students’ existing abilities. This approach allows educators to design teaching 

strategies from a place of positive investment. Therefore, this study provides universities and 

educators with greater understanding of the true capabilities of first-year international 

students and a set of positive approaches that the students themselves perceive to be valuable. 

In an opinion piece, Choudaha (2017) shares the view that: 

many institutions are on a slippery slope of milking international students as cash cows 

without investing in their success. Institutions must innovate to balance recruitment 

with reinvestment in student experiences and outcomes … what is needed is an 
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innovative approach to reframe and reimagine the strategies that reinvest in supporting 

student success. (p. 6) 

Context 

This research project was conducted within an academic skills course which is part of 

a tertiary foundation program. The course was conducted over 12 weeks during Trimester 1, 

2020 and adopted the theoretical work of Larsson (2017) and Lea and Street (1998, 2006) as 

a basis for pedagogical design. One group of students (n = 20) were enrolled in the course in 

Trimester 1, 2020 and this study refers to them as Group B. 

This course was not a new offering and I had taught it previously during 21 previous 

trimesters. Therefore, a large number of students had previously been exposed to the course 

content. For the purposes of this research, I wanted to redesign the course and in doing so I 

felt it would be useful to gather feedback from the most recent student cohort. Therefore, a 

second group of students, known as Group A (n = 10), who had completed my course in 

Trimester 3, 2019, were also involved in the research. I sought their feedback on the content 

and teaching approaches they had experienced, before redesigning the course for delivery to 

Group B in Trimester 1, 2020.  Thus, the complete sample included 30 students of differing 

nationalities and educational background. Further details of the demographic details and 

involvement of each group appears in Chapter 3. 

As the research took place between February and May 2020, COVID-19 had a 

significant impact on the study. Despite the course enjoying larger numbers in the past, only 

20 participants enrolled in this course and 18 completed the 12 week program. Weeks 1 – 4 

passed as normal; however, from Week 5 onwards all teaching was undertaken online. This 

created many additional challenges that had to be managed during the trimester, some of 

which impacted on the methods of teaching, assessment, and data collection.  
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Structure 

This chapter has outlined the background to the study and provided justification for its 

theoretical and practical significance. Chapter 2 explores critical thinking and academic 

writing literature and further justifies the research question, before adding three sub-questions 

to scaffold the research process. Chapter 3 explores the study’s methodological underpinning 

and explains the selection of research methods and data gathering instruments. Chapter 4 

outlines the process of data collection, summarises the data gathered, and analyses the results 

that were generated. This thesis concludes with Chapter 5, which provides additional analysis 

of the results and outlines implications for pedagogical practice and future research.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

This chapter presents an overview of literature in relation to the constructs of critical 

thinking and academic writing. It explores the meaning of critical thinking, including an 

exploration of the cognitive and affective aspects of the construct. It then explores the 

difficulties (perceived and real) experienced by international students in each of these areas 

and considers the pedagogical approaches that have been trialled in the past. Finally, this 

chapter reviews two theoretical propositions that can assist in exploring the issue further and 

guide the development of appropriate teaching methods. The chapter concludes with a series 

of research questions which arise from this review. 

Critical Thinking: A Complicated Construct 

It is generally accepted that critical thinking is a defining attribute of tertiary study 

and a desirable quality when possessed by tertiary students. Although critical thinking has 

been the subject of academic discussion over many years, a conclusive definition of the 

concept has failed to emerge. Seminal authors Elder and Paul (1996) regarded critical 

thinking as “the ability and disposition to improve one’s thinking by systematically 

subjecting it to rigorous self-assessment. Persons are critical thinkers … if they display this 

ability and disposition in all, or most of the dimensions of their lives” (p. 34). Ennis (2011) 

provided a simpler definition of the term, suggesting that it refers to “reasonable and 

reflective thinking focused on deciding what to believe or do” (p. 5). Illustrating the 

conceptual difficulties with the construct, Vandermensbrugghe (2004) referred to critical 

thinking in Western education as unbearably vague and context dependent, arguing that it can 

nevertheless be understood as both the ability to develop a capacity to reason logically and 

cohesively and the ability to question and challenge existing knowledge and the social order. 

As testament to the overall perception of the challenging nature of good critical thinking, 

Crenshaw et al. (2011) referred to it as “intellectual labour” (p. 13). 
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Regardless of its definition, critical thinking is nonetheless considered a necessary 

graduate attribute and is highly valued within the modern workforce. Critical thinking is 

identified as one of the seven general capabilities in the Australian Curriculum and the skills 

involved in it are defined by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 

(2019) as “interpreting, analysing, evaluating, explaining, sequencing, reasoning, comparing, 

questioning, inferring, hypothesising, appraising, testing and generalising” (n.p.). Australian 

universities also perceive critical thinking as important and many, for example Griffith 

University, include critical judgement among their list of graduate attributes. In addition, 

studies such as Jackson’s (2013) have determined critical thinking to be one of a necessary 

combination of skills required by graduates hoping to work in a number of industries. In 

research conducted by Duro et al. (2013) and Forbes (2018), tertiary students also agreed 

with the importance of critical thinking, expressing the belief that the explicit teaching and 

practice of critical thinking are necessary as they are important skillsets which can be used 

during their studies and in their future careers. To summarise the importance of critical 

thinking it is useful to draw on Larsson’s (2017) assessment, that developing students’ critical 

thinking is a “highly prized goal” (p. 32).  

Critical Thinking: Cognitive Approaches 

Critical thinking can be approached from a number of perspectives, and authors do 

not agree about what critical thinking actually entails or how to teach it effectively. Many 

argue that critical thinking is a cognitive skill (Snyder & Snyder, 2008; Sullivan, 2012) or a 

learned behaviour that can be practised and improved (Castellano et al., 2017; Elder & Paul, 

1996). This cognitive perspective is commonly found in the literature and, based on the belief 

that critical thinking is a skill, authors have considered how it can be effectively taught and 

mastered. Some authors, such as Halpern (1999) and Vandermensbrugghe (2004), believe 

that instruction should take an explicit focus; that is, that educators should clearly indicate to 
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students that they are learning how to think critically. Further, the research of Keeley et al. 

(1995) supports the view that critical thinking can be nurtured by educators by creating 

positive relationships between teachers and students and by encouraging students to 

challenge their own resistance to the concept. 

In contrast, authors such as Willingham (2008) have argued that critical thinking 

cannot be taught and that, even when it is taught, critical thinking skills are not readily 

transferred into future unique situations. This view is also held by van Gelder (2005), who 

offered insights into teaching approaches that could assist in transfer of skills. Willingham’s 

perception is that critical thinking is closely related to the knowledge (content) that is being 

considered and that, without ample requisite knowledge, students cannot critically think 

about a topic. However, it is conceded by Willingham that students could be taught to use the 

“right thinking at the right time” (p. 15) and that, if this can be done, it is best to do it 

explicitly, in stages, with opportunities to practise. Despite this, Willingham also suggested 

that “… it’s doubtful that a program that effectively teaches students to think critically in a 

variety of situations will ever be developed” (p. 12). 

Van Gelder (2005) took a more positive perspective, using cognitive science to guide 

teachers in developing critical thinking lessons. His instructions focus on perceiving critical 

thinking as a skill that can be learned over time, explaining that critical thinking is a higher 

order skill which therefore cannot be mastered quickly or easily. This perspective is 

important to this research project as van Gelder emphasised that, as a higher order skill, good 

critical thinking is reliant upon possession of lower order skills such as letter recognition, text 

comprehension, and vocabulary awareness. This is significant, as these lower order skills are, 

in many cases, not yet mastered by my students. Therefore, in order to effectively teach 

critical thinking, lessons made need to be based on lower order skill mastery before students 

can be extended into deeper thought. In addition, knowing the base level of skill in the 
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students at the beginning of the course is the only way lessons can be effectively tailored to 

meet the actual needs of students. Thus, van Gelder’s approach affords insights into 

designing critical thinking instruction appropriate for an international student cohort. 

Critical Thinking: Deficit Perceptions 

As critical thinking skills are highly valued at all levels of Australian education, 

scholars are interested in discovering how competent students are and how their skills can be 

better developed. A number of researchers (Flores et al., 2012; Siefert, 2011; Willingham, 

2008; Zhou, 2018) believe that critical thinking skills are lacking in tertiary students and 

graduates; however, a number of these authors do not justify these positions. For example, 

Flores et al. (2012) made the statement that “students are graduating deficient in these skills, 

unprepared to think critically once in the workforce” (p. 212), yet they provided no support 

for this assertion. This way of thinking was described by Brannon et al. (2008) as a deficit 

model of education, in which the student is blamed for the problem and quick solutions can 

be offered to solve it. The following quote illustrates the danger in such a perspective: 

A deficit understanding of students would see the diversity of languages and cultures in 

classrooms as a problem rather than a strength. A deficit understanding labels the 

language of low socioeconomic students as a problem, often marking them as 

ignorant.... The deficit model gives these children worksheet drudgery and formulaic 

writing that will occupy the students into passivity. (Brannon et al., 2008, p. 18) 

This deficit view is prevalent throughout the literature and even when students are not 

directly blamed for their perceived lack of critical thinking, the skill is often acknowledged as 

difficult and “most people are just not very good at it” (van Gelder, 2005, p. 42).  

One exception is Siefert’s (2011) report of a process in which 302 student writing 

samples were assessed by academic staff, using rubrics to assess the critical thinking of first- 

and second-year students at the University of North Carolina. Students’ output was evaluated 
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based on their written communication, inquiry, information literacy, and critical thinking; the 

process found that students scored the lowest on critical thinking. Siefert inferred from the 

results that students need instruction in relation to critical thinking with her report also 

exploring the areas of critical thinking in which this is necessary. Siefert outlined that 

students scored highest on explaining issues, interpreting evidence, and developing an 

analysis and lowest on identifying context and assumptions when presenting an opinion, 

tying conclusions to a range of information (including opposing viewpoints), identifying 

consequences and implications, and questioning the viewpoints of the experts.  

Critical Thinking: Disposition 

Understanding whether students are actually lacking in critical thinking can also be 

approached from a psychological perspective. The California Critical Thinking Disposition 

Inventory (CCTDI) was developed by Facione et al. (1994) and is considered a valid measure 

of disposition toward critical thinking. This tool contains 75 questions which explore a 

propensity toward critical thought and comprises seven subscales: truth-seeking, open-

mindedness, analyticity, systematicity, critical thinking confidence, inquisitiveness, and 

maturity of judgement (p. 345). The test measures positive, ambivalent, and negative 

tendencies toward each of the subscales and also provides an overall assessment of 

disposition toward critical thinking. The results of the CCTDI range from a score of 70 to a 

score of 420, with a score of 280 or higher indicating a positive disposition toward critical 

thinking. 

The CCTDI has been used to test the critical thinking disposition of tertiary students; 

however, as with skills research, results are not definitive. Tümkaya et al. (2009) used the 

CCTDI to assess 353 Turkish students and Tiwari et al. (2003) also used the tool to test the 

disposition of 384 nursing students from across two universities – one in Hong Kong and one 

in Australia. Lederer (2007) conducted a smaller assessment of 79 American occupational 
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therapy students. The results of these studies are shown in Table 1, and it is important to note 

the differences in overall scores and interpretation across the studies. Tümkaya et al. found 

that the critical thinking skills of their subjects were higher the further along they were in 

their studies, though Lederer reported no significant differences. However, Tümkaya et al. 

did not mention that, as none of the groups they studied scored 280 or higher, they still failed 

to attain the minimum threshold for a positive disposition toward critical thinking. These 

findings both correlate with and differ from those of Tiwari et al. (2003), who found 

Australian students to possess a positive disposition toward critical thinking, with a mean 

score of 287.73; however (with a mean score of 268.36), their Chinese participants “failed to 

show a positive disposition toward critical thinking” (p. 302). Conversely, both groups 

studied by Lederer (2007) did show a positive critical thinking tendency. 

Table 1 

Comparison of CCDTI Results Across Three Studies 

Authors Mean scores Interpretation 

Tümkaya et al. (2009) Female social science students 201.37 

Female science students 196.45 

Male social science students 201.61 

Male science students 198.17 

Negative tendency  

Negative tendency 

Negative tendency 

Negative tendency 

Tiwari et al. (2003) Chinese students 268.36 

Australian students 287.73 

Negative tendency 

Positive tendency 

Lederer (2007) Undergraduate students 295.08 

Graduate students 310.29 

Positive tendency 

Positive tendency 

 

To understand these results further, the studies conducted by Lederer (2007) and 

Tiwari et al. (2003) are broken down into the seven critical thinking subscales. Contrary to 

being perceived as overall not positively disposed to critical thinking, the Chinese students in 

Tiwari et al.’s study were found to have a positive inclination toward three elements of 
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critical thinking: analyticity, critical thinking confidence, and inquisitiveness. These 

characteristics were also shared by the Australian students. The Australian participants also 

showed a positive inclination toward open-mindedness and maturity of judgement, with 

maturity of judgement being the highest of all subscales.  

The research of Tiwari et al. (2003) is written in a way which reflects poorly upon the 

Chinese students; however, using the total mean scores alone does not paint an accurate 

picture of the study’s findings. I feel it is significant to note that neither the Australian nor the 

Chinese students showed a positive tendency toward truth-seeking and systematicity. This is 

a finding that correlates with Lederer’s (2007) work in which he found all his subjects to be 

ambivalent toward truth-seeking. Systematicity was the second-lowest scoring subscale in 

Lederer’s study; however, the participants did meet the threshold to be considered positive in 

inclination toward this disposition. Of significance, no group in any of the studies was able to 

show a strong positive tendency to any of the seven critical thinking subscales.  

These three papers offer some insight into the design of appropriate teaching methods. 

They illustrate strong differences between groups studied, leading to the assumption that it 

would be difficult to use these studies to generalise across all populations. It appears there 

may be significant variety across countries, areas of study, and student cohorts more 

generally, and it would be unwise to use these studies to claim that tertiary students in general 

are deficient in critical thinking. However, it is reasonable to conclude that information from 

CCTDI testing can be used to design appropriate teaching. It is important to acknowledge 

that students do indeed have strengths in areas of critical thinking disposition and to find 

ways to use these strengths in the classroom. In addition, these studies have shown that the 

areas in which many tertiary students appear weaker are truth-seeking and systematicity, and 

this offers ideas for how to design appropriate teaching – taking these needs into account 
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rather than perceiving that it is all aspects of critical thinking that students are not inclined to 

address. 

Critical Thinking: Educator Perspectives 

Due to the complex nature of critical thinking, it is also contended that university 

faculty members experience difficulty with the construct. Authors such as Cennetkusu (2017) 

and Fox (1994) have argued that many tertiary educators do not either fully understand 

critical thinking or find it easy to articulate. However, the degree to which academics find it 

difficult is surprising. For example, an investigation by Fox revealed the following: 

I … asked these professors to tell me their definition of analysis or analytical writing in 

order to understand more precisely what it was that these students couldn’t do very 

well. This question was surprisingly difficult for them to answer, despite their 

confidence in using these terms in the language of their assignments. (p. xvii) 

Studies supporting Fox’s findings are easy to find, revealing that academics rarely attempt to 

define what critical thinking actually is, and some demonstrate that they are “unwilling or 

unable” to define the concept (Atkinson, 1997, p. 74). Egege and Kutieleh (2004) also argued 

that teachers rarely share with students what critical thinking actually means or how it is to be 

correctly demonstrated in their academic work. These issues were also illuminated by 

Shaheen (2016, pp. 22-23) who conducted interviews with 17 British academics in which 

critical thinking was defined in a variety of ways, including as an analytical task; breaking 

down arguments; reaching conclusions; ability to discuss alternative perspectives; evaluation of 

arguments/assumptions/ideas/information; deep understanding; challenging ideas; assessing 

claims; critique; making judgments; going beyond the text; and applying originality. It must be 

noted that this explanation represents a summary of the differing views of academics and no 

single lecturer appeared to have exactly the same understanding of critical thinking as 

another.  
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To explore the differences in how educators define critical thinking, it is useful to 

explore the origins of these opinions. Haas and Keeley (1998) believed that some teachers 

suffer from the assumption that students are able to “internalize critical thinking by a process 

very similar to osmosis” (p. 64) and that they may also have lacked exposure to critical 

thinking teaching during their own education. This osmotic viewpoint is common in the 

literature; for example, a British university lecturer who, when asked whether critical 

thinking should be explained or made explicit, stated, “it’s a term which is bandied around 

quite a lot, and I have used it a lot without much thought. It’s one of those things everyone 

understands don’t they, it’s obvious isn’t it?” (Duro et al., 2013, p. 277). Further, educators 

may assume that because they understand the critical thinking process and its Western usage, 

so too do their students (Vandermensbrugghe, 2004). 

Critical Thinking: Student Perspectives 

Based on these findings, it is then no wonder that university students experience their 

own difficulties with the concept of critical thought. Keeley et al. (1995) opined that this may 

be because they expect teachers to hold all of the answers and consider that they are not 

required to search and find their own answers. In addition, the need for critical thinkers to 

take ownership of their own progress can be beset by a lack of self-confidence and self-

direction (Keeley et al., 1995). However, despite these difficulties, there still exists an 

acknowledged need for improved critical thinking skills in students (Siefert, 2011) and an 

equally acknowledged difficulty in knowing what approach to use to solve this problem 

(Yanning, 2017).  

In a study of 26 undergraduate psychology students at a UK university (Duro et al., 

2013), critical thinking was regarded as a challenging construct, with students explaining 

vague understanding and uncertainty or limited overall understanding of the concept. 

However, subsequent research by Forbes (2018) contradicted this assertion, finding instead 
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that the study subjects could define critical thought and perceived it to involve evaluating the 

ideas of others to develop their own thoughts and “not taking everything at face value” (p. 

436). It must be noted, however, that Forbes’ study consisted of only four undergraduate 

students studying at a university in England, with no mention made of whether they were 

representative of diverse cultural backgrounds. Shaheen (2016) also conducted a study at two 

British universities with a view to understanding the difficulties that international students 

may experience with the construct. In interviewing 14 British academics, Shaheen found that 

there was a perception among academics that international students approach critical thinking 

tasks differently, causing adverse performance effects.  

Difficulties in understanding and teaching critical thinking may arise because it is a 

construct that, as well as not enjoying consistent definition, is also not consistently 

operationalised and does not yet possess a solid, overarching theoretical framework. As can 

be seen, this issue has prevailed across literature spanning almost 30 years of academic 

research. However, notwithstanding the lack of clarity around defining the term, academics 

agree that students must demonstrate critical thinking in order to be successful in their studies 

and that this may be especially difficult for international students for whom English is a 

second language. In addition, it seems likely that the overarching opinion that students are 

deficient in critical thinking fails to acknowledge the skills that students are in possession of 

and to consider ways to build upon them. This lack of clarity indicates the need for research 

that explores new ways of teaching that are not limited by deficit assumptions.  

International Students and Critical Thought 

As has been shown, educators and students from English-speaking backgrounds 

experience significant difficulty understanding and communicating the concept of critical 

thinking. If educators and English-speaking students experience such difficulty with 
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understanding the construct, additional confusion could undoubtedly be caused for 

international students.  

Some authors use cultural stereotypes to explain the perceived deficiencies in 

international students’ critical thinking. For example, Sanavi and Tarighat (2014) argued that 

international students lack critical thinking skills simply due to their cultural upbringing. 

Davies (2013) also supports this perception, suggesting that Western universities possess a 

“critical argumentative culture” (p. 542) with which international students are simply not 

familiar. Affirming negative stereotypes of international students, Lee and Carrasquillo (2006) 

conducted a study which revealed that a sample of U.S. college professors, described by the 

authors as “mostly (88%) white/European American” (n.p.), perceived cultural learning 

characteristics, such as passive classroom behaviour, lack of eye contact, and poor listening skills, 

as influencing Korean students’ level of academic achievement. Ninety-one per cent of the 

professors also held the view that Korean students experience difficulty expressing critical 

thinking as they are “not able to be pragmatic, critical or direct in their reasoning style” and are 

“more interested in the identification of specific facts” (n.p.). However, Korean students in the 

same study expressed disagreement with these findings, regarding linguistic factors as more 

relevant than factors of learning characteristics and culture. 

Whilst the notion that international students lack the skill of critical thought is 

pervasive, it is a stereotype that calls for serious critique. For example, in an article entitled 

“British universities: International students’ alleged lack of critical thinking”, the authors 

sought to understand “British academics’ perception of international students’ alleged lack of 

critical thinking and poor writing performance” (Fell & Lukianova, 2015, p. 2). However, the 

paper presented no empirical evidence, either for the existence of the criticism or for the 

fallacious nature of these assumptions. Further, though Atkinson (1997) suggested that ESL 

teachers may experience significant difficulties in attempting to teach critical thinking skills 
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to non-native speakers, as “critical thinking is cultural thinking” (p. 89), this does not mean 

that critical thinking practices cannot be taught and are not desired by international students. 

Atkinson also fails to recognise that these students may in fact be seeking such instruction 

and have deliberately chosen Western education as a means of obtaining it, a finding also 

made by Spack (1997) in a longitudinal study of the experiences of a Japanese international 

student. 

In direct challenge to the stereotypical perspective, an analysis of the experiences of 

10 Chinese graduate students studying in a Western university suggested that challenges 

occur in regard to critical thinking not because of cultural constraints, but because 

international students need time in which to grasp the critical thought requirements of 

Western academia (Zhang, 2011). Zhang’s research also illustrated that this need is 

compounded by significant differences between how attribution is approached in China. For 

example, there are few rules to follow in China regarding attribution and ideas that are 

considered “fixed” and generally accepted facts and theories do not need attribution at all. 

This approach is contrary to how Western universities require the ideas of others to be 

integrated into student work; Zhang describes difficulties such as these as epistemological 

challenges that students must overcome. 

In addition, research has found that international students from collectivist origins are 

not deficient in generating ideas. For example, in a study by Saad et al. (2015) of the quality 

and quantity of decision-making during brainstorming sessions, participants from Taiwan 

(assessed by the authors to have collectivist ideation) were found to generate fewer 

suggestions; however, the suggestions they did make were of higher quality. Further, Paton’s 

(2011) research into the perceptions of critical thinking in 57 students from China and India 

found that international students strongly value critical thinking and its role in their studies, 

reporting a “remarkable level of critical thinking, which would seem to belie the strident 
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claims by those such as Atkinson (1997) that critical thinking is the preserve of Western 

culture” (p. 36). 

Differences in the preferred means of expression of critical thought are, however, 

apparent. For example, Saad et al. (2015) found that Canadians (assessed as individualistic in 

nature) were more likely than Taiwanese to explicitly express disagreement during 

discussions. Further, and despite the acknowledged effort of lecturers to improve this 

situation, a third-year PhD candidate at a Canadian university observed that, even at that 

level, she did not understand “how to incorporate her Chinese perspectives into her study” 

(Zhang, 2011, p. 53). This was also an issue of concern to Yuko, a participant in a 

longitudinal study by Spack (1997). She explained that  

… in the States no thoughts or feelings exist unless you express them … if I’m writing 

in Japanese and didn’t mention it, it doesn’t mean that the thought didn’t exist … this 

was true in England too … other points … I have to mention them or they don’t exist. 

(Spack, 1997, p. 14) 

There also appears to be a preference toward trying to understand how and why 

Asian, or often specifically Chinese, students are “deficient” in critical thinking. This 

approach, however, serves only to stereotype their capabilities and limit their ability to 

actually demonstrate their prowess. Vandermensbrugghe (2004) strongly asserted that 

“criticizing international students for not intuitively being capable of thinking critically is not 

acceptable” (p. 421); her views are aligned with Lu and Singh (2017) who expressed the 

belief that it is detrimental to label groups of international students in this way as this can 

lead to false assumptions being made about their capabilities and critical thinking ability. 

Rear (2017) argues that these assumptions could be regarded as “othering”, in which the 

stereotype that Asian students lack critical thinking skills is based on the over exaggeration of 

the differences between Western and international students, a perspective that prevents 
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international learners from receiving individualised classroom treatment. In addition, this 

perception fails to recognise that the international student population is not homogenous, and 

members do not all struggle with the same concerns. 

Lu and Singh (2017) argued that critical thinking as a concept exists in multiple 

languages, including Zhongwen, the official language of China and that this prior 

understanding can be used in the classroom to extend students’ proficiency in this area. The 

key point made by Lu and Singh was that teachers may be failing to use the opportunities that 

the multilingual and diverse backgrounds of learners may present to us. They argued for 

research into teaching which values the positive aspects that multilingualism offers the 

classroom.  

Finally, from an Australian perspective, the belief that domestic students are 

somehow more advanced in this area also disadvantages these students, as teachers may then 

have expectations of their critical thinking which may or may not be correct. Assuming an 

Australian student can analyse a source of information is just as damaging as assuming an 

Asian student cannot. As shown in the analysis of the work of Tiwari et al. (2003), there is 

limited evidence that Australian students may be somewhat “superior” in this regard and it is 

noted that courses teaching such practices have been removed from the curriculum in many 

Australian schools and universities (Vandermensbrugghe, 2004). Paton (2011) surmised that 

all first-year students require education in critical thinking as (due to their age) their thinking 

is not yet fully cognitively developed. Finally, this idea finds support in the suggestion made 

by Cole et al. (2015) that Australian secondary school students would benefit from explicit 

teaching of critical thinking prior to university entrance. 

Academic Writing 

As thinking is an intangible process, it is difficult to evaluate thought unless it is 

expressed by a means of communication. Therefore, universities often rely on written 
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assessments to assess critical thinking and to make judgments about the critical thinking 

skills of students. This is keenly elucidated in the work of Shaheen (2016) who, as part of a 

larger research project, developed a paper entitled “International students’ critical thinking–

related problem areas: UK university teachers’ perspectives”. In this paper, the evidence used 

to support the assertion that international students lack capacity for critical thinking are 

contained not within any test or measure of critical thinking skills or disposition, but instead 

within the lack of critical thinking expressed in the texts produced by international students. 

Whilst it is an easy association to make, it is unhelpful to assume that because international 

students demonstrate difficulty expressing critical thinking in writing, they are also troubled 

by lack of critical thinking overall. Indeed, it is argued by Maringe and Jenkins (2015) that 

this unfortunate perception is stigmatising to these students. Nevertheless, the link that is 

clearly evident between critical thinking and academic writing is important in understanding 

and exploring the topic of the present research.  

Analytical Writing 

Analytical writing is a specific genre of academic writing and is a common 

requirement in most tertiary programs. In attempting to define what good analytical writing 

is, Fox’s (1994) seminal study arrived at a complex explanation that describes more than 15 

features of the genre. Though wordy, this explanation has been reproduced here in full in 

order for a full picture of the complexity of analytical writing to be developed.  

It involves a multitude of values, skills, habits, and assumptions about audience needs: 

it means setting down a clear, step-by-step, transparently logical progression of ideas; it 

means critically examining a variety of ideas and opinions and creating a logical 

interpretation that shows, very explicitly and directly, the writer’s point of view. It 

means using reference materials to add evidence and authority to the writer’s own 

argument, weaving together material from a variety of sources into a pattern that 
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“makes sense” to the reader. It means attributing ideas to individual authors with 

meticulous care. It means speaking with a voice of authority, making judgements and 

recommendations and coming to specific, “reasoned” conclusions. It means valuing 

literal meanings and precise definitions and explicit statements of cause and effect. It 

means writing sparsely and directly, without embellishments or digressions, beginning 

each paragraph or section with a general, analytical statement and following it with 

pertinent examples. (p. xvii) 

As university educators are required to assist students to develop academic literacy, it 

is interesting to consider whether they share Fox’s (1994) view regarding the texts they are 

requiring students to produce. In the research of Lea and Street (1998), an academic staff 

member was asked what a well-developed written argument consisted of. The tutor used 

terms such as “critically analyze”, “evaluate”, and “reach a synthesis” but, when asked to 

explain what they mean, these terms “could not be explicated further” (p. 163). This issue is 

further demonstrated in Maringe and Jenkins’ (2015) study of 12 international students in 

which it was noted that “the term ‘good English’ is taken for granted and is not defined in the 

official documents of universities” (p. 610). Once again, as with critical thinking, a common 

vagueness exists in instructors’ articulation of the complexity of academic writing. This 

research project sought to fill this gap by designing a pedagogical approach which makes 

writing requirements and expectations explicitly clear to the students.  

International Students and Academic Writing 

Recent studies show that international students express the need to adapt to new 

writing approaches and that there are difficulties inherent in this challenge (Al-Mukdad, 

2019; Eldaba & Isbell, 2018; Zhang, 2011). Eldaba and Isbell (2018) and Zhang (2011) each 

identified critique as international students’ least preferred writing genre. To illuminate the 

experience of international students in meeting academic writing challenges, a longitudinal 
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study by Spack (1997) explored how a Chinese student adapted to Western writing 

requirements. Spack observed that the student felt compelled to change to adopt a more 

aggressive writing stance. A similar study by Eldaba and Isbell involved in-depth interviews 

with three students, including a Saudi Arabian student who referred to writing as a “fighting” 

task (p. 1885). These two examples are significant as they illustrate just how difficult some 

international students perceive Western academic writing to be, thus reaffirming the 

importance of high-quality academic writing instruction. 

In a quite lengthy, 8-month study, Maringe and Jenkins (2015) engaged focus groups 

to gather information from 12 international students about their experiences with academic 

writing at a British university. Participants explained that they used English out of necessity 

and were not committed to using it again if they returned to their home country. The students 

in the study expressed frustration with being required to write in “good English”, despite not 

being certain of what this required, and were described as “constrained learners in a new and 

sometimes hostile learning environment” (Maringe & Jenkins, 2015, p. 618). Maringe and 

Jenkins’ study is important as it illuminates a similar problem to that of critical thinking 

insofar as the study participants expressed the view that there was either no standard that 

existed in the university to guide their written work and/or that there was disagreement 

among staff about what good English is. To summarise the findings of the research, the 

following quote is provided: “It appears that these students’ experience of academic writing 

is confounded by a prevailing and apparent expectation of a standard, which no one can really 

pin down and which hovers over them like a mirage” (Maringe & Jenkins, 2015, pp. 620-

621).  

In addition, there are disparate views held by students and lecturers when questioned 

about writing quality, areas of need, and possible solutions. It is interesting to note that whilst 

many students evaluate their English as too poor to produce good written work (Al-Mukdad, 
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2019), others do not perceive their abilities in this way. For example, in Maringe and Jenkins’ 

(2015) study, students noted that they were aware that others perceive them as deficient in 

writing skills but the students did not agree with this assertion. Such disparate views are also 

illustrated in Cennetkusu’s (2017) thorough study of 65 graduate international students and 

nine instructors at a U.S. university, in which the majority of students reported positive views 

about their writing skills. However, whilst the students perceived their writing to be “good” 

or “average”, lecturers disagreed, more often rating the work as “average” or “poor”. In 

addition, lecturers interviewed by Cennetkusu viewed grammar, making connections and 

transitions, and presenting ideas clearly as requiring improvement, whilst students disagreed, 

perceiving their areas of need to be lack of rich vocabulary and expression and choosing the 

correct words. Though both students and lecturers noted that making use of previous 

academic writing experience can be a suitable strategy to overcome writing difficulties, they 

differed in other areas. Lecturers reported the belief that using spell checks or manuals and 

reading a large amount of literature would assist to solve the problems. However, students 

felt that more helpful methods would be revisiting and writing drafts and making use of 

guidelines provided by course instructors.  

Despite experiencing such frustrations, many English as a Second Language (ESL) 

students do demonstrate perseverance and keen willingness to improve their written work. 

Students often ascribe high value to the role of feedback as an important means of improving 

their written proficiency (Cennetkusu, 2017; Eldaba & Isbell, 2018; Weaver & Jackson, 

2011); however, they often report that the feedback they receive is inadequate, “vague”, 

“unclear”, and “lacking in detail” (Cennetkusu, 2017). A sample of feedback was analysed in 

Cennetkusu’s (2017) study and was noted to include suggestions such as “expand your 

thoughts”, “provide a more critical review”, and “missing section where you synthesize what 

you have found” (p. 316). In summary, the feedback given to students was simplistic and 
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lacking in clarity. This evidence further shows that teachers appear to make assumptions that 

students are already aware of the university’s academic writing expectations and know how 

to interpret the feedback they are given. In addition, these findings suggest a disparity 

between what lecturers say to students and what they require students to do – while a surface 

approach appears to be taken when providing feedback, students are criticised for taking a 

surface approach to their own written arguments.  

Pedagogical Approaches 

Teaching Critical Thinking 

While a large amount of literature explores the problems experienced by students in 

relation to critical thinking and academic writing, less is available to guide teaching practice. 

One argument within the literature is whether critical thinking can be effectively explicitly 

taught. Duro et al. (2013) conducted a study of student and lecturer conceptualisation of 

critical thinking and found that some lecturers held the view that critical thinking cannot be 

taught as it is an attribute a person either does or does not possess. This is a privileged 

perspective that assumes the lecturer holding the opinion has deep critical thinking ability and 

that students cannot be taught to improve. In addition, this view actually shows limited 

critical thought on the part of the teacher. Duro et al. challenged practitioners to question this 

view and instead to “promote the view of critical thinking as a complex skill that can be 

developed through practice, so that students are encouraged to value critical thinking and to 

become more active, analytical thinkers” (p. 279). 

The perspective that critical thinking is innate and cannot be taught is also challenged 

by those who advocate for explicit instruction, especially for international students. 

Vandermensbrugghe (2004) explained that international students undergo a process of 

academic adjustment in order to adapt to the different requirements of Western universities 

and that therefore there is a strong need to make explicit the critical thinking learning 
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practices that are required to be successful. It is her view that students need to be provided 

with information which explains the meaning of critical thinking in the context of each unit, 

how it differs within the unit in question, and how it is to be explicitly demonstrated in essays 

and tutorials. Burwood (as cited in Vandermensbrugge, 2004) referred to this as “educators 

revealing their hand and making explicit to students the ground rules of disciplinary genres” 

(p. 421). This recommendation is supported in a study, albeit of only four undergraduate 

students, which found that they desired the explicit guidance of how critical thinking should 

occur within their discipline area (Forbes, 2018). 

The explicit teaching of critical thinking has demonstrated success. For example, a 

study by Gleason et al. (2013) which tested 161 assignment samples of Doctor of Pharmacy 

students showed significant improvement in critical thinking between the first and sixth years 

of study. In addition, it was found that critical thinking was practised in each course year and 

that performance increased as the course progressed. Whilst caution must be taken to 

consider the effect of student maturation and background in medical education during the 

lengthy study period, there does seem to be a connection made between the teaching of 

critical thinking and its resultant demonstration. Further, Behar-Horenstein and Niu (2011) 

undertook a review of critical thinking research and learned that explicit teaching of critical 

thinking does indeed achieve more gains than implicit instruction. However, of relevance to 

this study, “few studies provided detailed information about how the instruction is delivered 

…. [though] this is crucial to facilitating changes in students’ critical thinking” (p. 36).  

Studies of the teaching of critical thinking often suffer from methodological 

constraints. In Behar-Horenstein and Niu’s (2011) review of 42 empirical studies in 

postsecondary education, the outcome was reached that many research studies lacked true 

experimental design and were often limited by sample size and lack of length (e.g., only 10 

studies recorded research longer than 9 months). The review revealed that statistically 
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significant growth in students’ critical thinking skills was higher when the “treatment” lasted 

longer than 9 months, and some authors argued that critical thinking skills do require more 

time in which to develop. From a methodological perspective, the authors argued that despite 

these limitations, qualitative studies should be better recognised.  

Behar-Horenstein and Niu (2011) also advocated for the use of different measures to 

detect critical thinking development; for example, the use of multiple instruments such as 

“open-ended questions, essays, interviews, observations, and discipline-specific instruments” 

(p. 37). The authors suggested that the development of these instruments would assist in the 

descriptive explanation of teaching processes and findings. Van Gelder (2005) also offered 

pedagogical suggestions that teachers could use to craft critical thinking instruction; for 

example, investing a suitable amount of time into teaching critical thinking, developing 

opportunities for students to deliberately practise critical thinking skills, and teaching in a 

way that encourages skills transfer. Van Gelder also suggested that teachers focus on 

developing students’ theoretical understanding of critical thinking, guide students to clearly 

map their arguments, and encourage students to identity and question their personal beliefs 

and biases. The suggestions made by Behar-Horenstein and Niu, van Gelder, and 

Vandermensbrugghe (2004) were used as a basis for my teaching design. 

Teaching Academic Writing 

To understand how to teach academic writing, it is necessary to consider the 

approaches currently in use, especially as they apply to international students. Butler (2013) 

and van Dyk (2005) each argued that in South Africa a significant number of students, 

especially those with an ESL background, enter tertiary institutes with low levels of academic 

literacy, both authors explaining that academic literacy interventions are being undertaken to 

address these deficiencies. However, Butler’s review of literature arrived at the conclusion 
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that there are insufficient studies which explain whether the interventions have experienced 

success or failure. 

Adopting such an interventionist approach, a writing program was created by Weaver 

and Jackson (2011) for nursing students at an Australian university. The program was 

designed to assist ESL students to improve their academic writing skills and involved 

intensive support for students, including one-on-one sessions and the provision of feedback. 

Students were asked why they wished to attend the program and responses revealed that they 

had experienced problems understanding course content and difficulty with expressing their 

knowledge and understanding in English. Students discussed the need to acquire the skills 

and ability to understand assignment questions. Further, students expressed the desire to learn 

to “think in English” and improve their written English skills; some believed that their 

writing did not contain the “right words” or “did not sound professional enough” (p. 135). In 

support for Maringe and Jenkins’ (2015) view that universities possess an expected, yet not 

explicit, standard for student academic writing, the students perceived that their writing 

needed to adhere to self-imposed professional writing standards. This was evidenced in their 

insertion of “misplaced terminology and words in an attempt to sound professional, rather 

than simple, clearer expression” (Weaver & Jackson, 2011, p. 135). The instructors noted that 

students seemed “determined to mimic an academic tone without realizing that clarity and 

simplicity can be more important objectives” (Weaver & Jackson, 2011, p. 137).  

Weaver and Jackson (2011) arranged for samples of students’ written work to be 

provided prior to entry to the program and feedback was provided about areas that could be 

improved during the course. Activities were also facilitated by academic writing and subject 

matter experts and written and oral feedback was provided to guide student performance. 

Students were also engaged in one-on-one feedback sessions of approximately 15 minutes in 

duration. The program was deemed successful and participants recorded that they had 
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developed greater understanding of assignment requirements and the terminology used, for 

example, what to do if asked to discuss a particular topic.   

Current approaches to teaching academic writing (such as those previously discussed) 

appear to presume some literacy competence (e.g., reading and writing skills suitable for 

tertiary classrooms); however, these assumptions are unfair and may be unfounded. As 

Maloney (2003) explained, students from disadvantaged backgrounds may not possess these 

competencies and “at-risk students have even less connection to the academic community and 

neither the experience not the confidence to attempt to mimic its conventions” (p. 665). By 

way of illustration, Australian universities currently require international students to 

demonstrate a suitable English level prior to tertiary entrance. This can be assessed by 

undertaking tests such as IELTS (International English Language Testing System) which 

involves testing students’ reading, writing, speaking, and listening. At Griffith University, 

students are required to attain a score of at least 6.5 overall and no lower than 6.0 for their 

academic writing. As a preparation college, the institute where I work has a lower 

requirement of 5.5 for entrance. To understand the academic writing standard that many 

international students may demonstrate on entry to Australian universities, criteria for the 

IELTS Academic Writing Task (IELTS, 2019) appear in Appendix A. As illustrated in the 

rubric, students scoring at level 6.0 or below may not be demonstrating the level of writing 

that may be anticipated by educators, especially those unfamiliar with the IELTS standards. 

In order to avoid repeating these assumptions, I designed a teaching approach that aimed to 

make no assumptions about pre-existing competence (or lack of competence) in either critical 

thinking or academic writing skill. 
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Theoretical Framework 

The Relationship Between Critical Thinking and Academic Writing 

As has been shown in this literature review, critical thinking and academic writing 

share a common space in higher education. Analysis, for example, is both a thought process 

and a form of writing, and the genre of analytical writing is used to assess both writing skill 

and depth of critical thought. Therefore, I argue that critical thinking and academic writing 

need to be regarded as both independent and interdependent constructs. Care needs to be 

taken in not prejudicing poor grasp of skill in one area (e.g., academic writing) to equate with 

poor grasp of skill in the other (e.g., critical thinking). Instead, the nature of these constructs, 

both individually and in their interaction with each other, is worthy of deep investigation. 

Hammer and Green (2011) argued that this is a “crucial” relationship that needs to be 

considered by teachers and further researched. Therefore, this research explored critical 

thinking and academic writing as related constructs and drew upon theory from both the 

critical thinking and academic writing disciplines.  

The Academic Literacies Model 

The theory of academic literacies (Lea & Street, 1998, 2006) can assist with 

understanding academic writing and the design of appropriate teaching approaches. This 

theory attests that literacy is much more than being able to produce a written piece of work to 

required standards. Instead, it is argued that academic literacy cannot be understood as one 

specific set of skills and practices; instead, it possesses three interconnected elements: a study 

skills model, an academic socialisation model, and an academic literacies model (Lea & 

Street, 1998, 2006). Zhang (2011, p. 42) represented the theory in a nested model which is 

shown in Figure 1. This figure illustrates that each model encapsulates the other and that they 

are not mutually exclusive.  
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Figure 1 

A Nested Model of Academic Writing Approaches (Zhang, 2011, p. 42) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As noted by the pluralisation of the term literacy, the academic literacies approach 

regards it as multifaceted. Traditionally, university teaching design has focused on viewing 

students as deficient in core writing skills and in need of remediation. Further, students need 

to develop an understanding of their tertiary discipline and connected genres in order to meet 

academic standards (Lea & Street, 1998, 2006). This view reflects the study skills and 

academic socialisation aspects of the model. However, as Zhang (2011) noted, the study 

skills model reflects only a surface-level approach to literacy and the academic socialisation 

model may assume indoctrination is required, prejudicing ideas that differ from held ideals 

and causing what Zhang referred to as “witting or unwitting conformism” (p. 52). Therefore, 

the academic literacies model allows us to think more deeply and consider other influences 

that occur in the development of literacy. For example, using this approach allows us to 

regard students’ own cultures and cultural writing practices as equally relevant to their 
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developing literacy. This approach also advocates for student collaboration and examination 

of their own existing literacy practices. To do so, teachers need to make these ideas explicit 

and acknowledge that “there are no singular, unified practices that can be said to count 

always and only as academic literacy” (Henderson & Hirst, 2007, p. 26). Maringe and 

Jenkins (2015) suggested that research is needed to explore such an approach to find a 

pedagogical solution for how to privilege difference over deficit.  

The academic literacies approach has been used to guide pedagogy and so is a good 

choice to use to guide the design of appropriate teaching. Lea and Street (2006) explained 

that this approach can be used to design curriculum and teaching approaches, for example, 

approaches that “… are framed not as deficit for students who are non-native speakers of 

English but something that all students encounter as the shift from secondary school into 

postsecondary education” (p. 369).  

Henderson and Hirst (2007) attempted to utilise this framework to conduct a short 

course in academic literacy in a Queensland university. The course, entitled Apprenticeship 

in Academic Literacy, involved 50 “disadvantaged” students, and took an explicit teaching 

focus to academic writing. It was deemed a success, insofar as it related to students’ 

subsequent results and feedback. However, the end result saw the researchers questioning 

whether the true nature of the academic literacies approach had been achieved. In a forthright 

account, the researchers expressed concern that they  

neither critiqued nor problematized the notion of academic literacies … we treated the 

conventions of academic literacy as incontestable and did not explore other options … 

we did not encourage the students to critically examine and challenge the conventions, 

nor did we do that ourselves. (Henderson & Hirst, 2007, p. 32)  

In particular, the authors explained that they were “troubled by the passivity of the students as 

learners, in terms of their acceptance of the ‘rules’ of academic literacy, and the way that we 
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simply helped to inculcate them into ‘the current power/knowledge regime of the 

community’” (Hildebrand, as cited in Henderson & Hirst, 2007, p. 33). From the perspective 

of this research, it is anticipated that ESL learners would be even more likely to readily 

accept the “rules” we present rather than question and critique them. Therefore, this research 

attempted to explore a pedagogical approach that engaged both the teacher and the students in 

questioning what is taught and why it is valued. 

Interventionism 

As noted in a significant amount of teaching research in this area (Butler, 2013; van 

Dyk, 2005; Weaver & Jackson, 2011), the term “intervention” is often used to describe the 

teaching methods employed by researchers to improve academic literacy. I suggest that the 

term is problematic, as it implies a teacher-designed and -led process in which the students or 

their learning are the “problem” and the design planned by the teacher is the solution. Using 

the term “intervention” seems to imply an intrusive approach and an easy solution and also 

supports the deficit view of academic literacy that was challenged by this research (Lea & 

Street, 1998, 2006). In contrast, as an academic literacies approach emphasises the need to 

consider the way in which learners construct meaning and their own unique experience, I 

counter the notion that there is even a clearly articulated, easily understood problem to be 

solved. Instead, my study approaches the design of the program as a “teaching investment” in 

which the teacher-researcher and the students engaged together in a journey to explore the 

problem and develop meaningful and useful measures to address it. Therefore, for the 

purposes of this study, the term “teaching investment” is used to replace “teaching 

intervention”. 

Critical Thinking: A New Theory 

As critical thinking has no overarching theory to guide its research, it leaves the 

construct open to interpretation. Whilst this enables greater theoretical debate, it does not 
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assist the development of a consistent approach to pedagogy that could then be further 

researched and fine-tuned. As the research of Duro et al. (2013) illustrated, students and 

lecturers are as unsure of the meaning of critical thinking now as they were in 1994. This lack 

of clarity does not help to solve the problems that are consistently reported in relation to 

student difficulties with adapting to Western critical thought and the academic representation 

of their ideas in writing. 

In order to address the lack of overarching critical thinking theory, Larsson (2017) 

offered a possible pedagogical solution. Drawing on the work of Marton and Booth (1997) 

and Marton (1981), Larsson suggested the adoption of a phenomenographic approach that 

explains critical thinking as comprising a number of different ways of understanding which 

can be ordered hierarchically. Larsson adopted Marton and Booth’s proposition that “there is 

only a limited number of distinctly different ways in which people are capable of 

understanding, seeing or experiencing any specific phenomenon they meet” (p. 34). As 

shown in Figure 2, Larsson explained that as well as there being a limited number of ways of 

understanding, so the way in which a person responds to a task is limited by the way they 

understand it. Within the model, the least developed way of thinking is represented by 

Critical Thinking Type A whilst the most developed way of thinking is represented by 

Critical Thinking Type E. The model explains that critical thinking grows in complexity the 

further up the hierarchy it develops. 
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Figure 2 

Model of Critical Thinking (Larsson, 2017, p. 36) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From a pedagogical perspective, the movement between each thinking type is 

recognised as occurring once the student demonstrates an educationally critical difference 

(ECD). As can been seen in Table 2, these ECDs are felt to develop from simple description 

through to deep awareness of the inner contradictions present in the original ideas that are 

being considered. It is explained that in order to teach using Larsson’s (2017) emergent 

theory, teachers would need to explicitly make students aware of the differences between 

each level and how they can be demonstrated. Larsson cautioned that clear comparison needs 

to be made between each way of understanding and thinking in order for students to 

appreciate the differences and that adjustments would need to be made depending on the 

content proposed to be taught and other situational variables. Deep explanation is provided of 

the possible teaching sequences that could accompany this theory and the suggestion is made 

that “one of the studies which most urgently needs to be conducted is to test the teaching 
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sequences … in real classroom situations and evaluate their success” (Larsson, 2017, p. 41). 

Therefore, testing of this model is one of the key goals of my research.  

Table 2 

Educationally Significant Differences (Larsson, 2017, p. 37) 

Way of understanding Critical thinking type Explanation of educationally 

significant difference  

Way of understanding E Critical thinking Type E To scrutinise by drawing attention to 

an inner contradiction between two of 

the original standpoints 

Way of understanding D Critical thinking Type D To scrutinise by conclusion and 

argument regarding a broader 

implication of some of the original 

standpoints 

Way of understanding C Critical thinking Type C To scrutinise by paying attention to 

one broader implication of one of the 

original standpoints 

Way of understanding B Critical thinking Type B To scrutinise one of some of the 

original standpoints using one’s own 

values/standpoints 

Way of understanding A Critical thinking Type A To describe some of the original 

standpoints 

 

Larsson’s (2017) approach is used in this study because it offers a clear framework to 

follow in order to design critical thinking instruction. It also has a connection to academic 

writing, insofar as I was able to transfer the thinking types into a correlated written output. 

Further, it bridges the gap between a skills-based approach and a psychological approach as it 

is systematic in design, allowing me to embed systematic thinking into my students’ learning, 

improving their inclination toward this aspect of critical thinking. 

Thus, by combining the academic literacies theory and Larsson’s (2017) critical 

thinking approach, this research views critical thinking as a core component of academic 

writing and as necessary for the development of academic literacy. It argues that, as critical 

thinking develops, so too does the need for differing written representation of that thought, 



48 

 

 

and that this may already be present in the skill set of international students. As illustrated in 

Table 3, this research utilises Larsson’s model as a basis for understanding the needs of 

international students. It was important to understand how international students express their 

critical thought in writing, how innovative pedagogical design can learn from this existing 

knowledge base, and whether Larsson’s model is effective in guiding teaching approaches.  

Table 3 

Extension of Larsson’s Critical Thinking Hierarchy (2007, p. 37), Including Links to the Written 

Expression of Critical Thought 

Way of 

understanding 

Critical thinking 

type 

Explanation of educationally 

significant difference  

Focus of research 

Way of understanding 

E 

Critical thinking 

Type E 

To scrutinise by drawing attention 

to an inner contradiction between 

two of the original standpoints 

 

 

 

In relation to this 

model, how do 

international students 

demonstrate their 

critical thinking in 

writing? 

How can this model be 

used to design 

appropriate teaching? 

 

Way of understanding 

D 

Critical thinking 

Type D 

To scrutinise by conclusion and 

argument regarding a broader 

implication of some of the original 

standpoints 

Way of understanding 

C 

Critical thinking 

Type C 

To scrutinise by paying attention to 

one broader implication of one of 

the original standpoints 

Way of understanding 

B 

Critical thinking 

Type B 

To scrutinise one of some of the 

original standpoints using one’s 

own values/standpoints 

Way of understanding 

A 

Critical thinking 

Type A 

To describe some of the original 

standpoints 

  

Research Questions 

Over the past 30 years, educators have failed to resolve the question of what critical 

thinking actually is and how it should be taught. Some educators assume that students have 

pre-existing knowledge of critical thinking or that it occurs as a result of osmotic processes 

that cannot be influenced by teaching. This, however, seems in and of itself to be a failure of 

our own critical thinking. Others attempt to develop pedagogical approaches which may 

include, at best, deficit-driven writing courses or, at worst, surface feedback that leaves 
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students wanting. Largely, educators do not begin by questioning their own understanding of 

critical thinking and academic literacy, favouring instead the perception that the deficiency 

lies only within their students. 

With the large numbers of international students attending Western universities, the 

demand for clarity in our writing and thinking expectations has increased. Our practices, 

however, have yet to address this need, as we seem to expect depth of writing and thinking 

but offer only surface explanation and feedback. There is, therefore, an urgent need to 

explore how this problem can be addressed. We can learn to manage this problem only if we 

can better understand all aspects of it.  

Based on the literature review, it is argued that it is necessary to try to learn more 

about our students’ actual areas of need (rather than making assumptions and designing 

courses that solve “deficits”). In addition, it is important to acknowledge the relationship 

between critical thinking and academic writing by teaching each construct concurrently and 

to explore which pedagogical approaches are effective in acknowledging this relationship and 

meeting these needs. This exploration therefore leads to the following research question: 

Does the integrated teaching of critical thinking and academic writing influence international 

students’ engagement and learning?  

In order to answer the research question as thoroughly as possible, three sequential 

sub-questions were also developed. These are: 

Sub-Question 1: How do international students represent their critical thoughts in writing 

prior to the teaching investment? 

Sub-Question 2: How can students’ pre-existing representations of their critical thinking be 

used in the classroom to guide teaching approaches? 

Sub-Question 3: How do international students represent their critical thoughts in writing 

after the teaching investment? 
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This chapter has outlined a selection of important literature in relation to critical 

thinking and academic writing. It has demonstrated how critical thinking is approached in 

literature and the perceptions of students and educators about what it is and how it can be 

taught. It has also explored the difficulties experienced by students in relation to academic 

writing and considered how two theoretical propositions could be used to design effective 

teaching solutions.  

Chapter 3 will discuss how the research was designed and will explore the process 

that was used to gather enough data to adequately address each research question. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter presents an overview of the research methodology and data gathering 

approaches. It outlines the instruments that were employed and summarises the way in which 

they were used to gather appropriate data. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the 

analytical approaches and ethical considerations that underpin the study. 

Methodological Fit 

This research adopted a constructivist perspective and selected methodology and 

methods that are in keeping with this perspective. As choices needed to be made that were 

consistent with the chosen epistemology, it was important to understand the methodology and 

methods that were suitable within this proposition. Constructivism links with the theoretical 

perspectives of symbolic interactionism, phenomenology, hermeneutics, critical inquiry, and 

feminism, using methodology such as ethnography and action research and research methods 

of a qualitative nature including observation, case studies, and narratives (Crotty, 1998). 

Although the chosen method of educational design research (EDR) is not specifically 

mentioned by Crotty (as it was not yet a recognised methodology at the time of publication), 

the inclusion of action research appears similar in many aspects to design research. 

McKenney and Reeves (2018) explained that educational design research can relate to both 

an objectivist and constructivist epistemology, though as this methodology has grown, 

constructivist ideology has become more prevalent in the discussion of instructional design. 

Therefore, the choices made in the research design were epistemologically consistent. 

Method 

Educational Design Research 

In order to select a suitable research method, Crotty (1998) advised that it is necessary 

to explore the purpose of the research to determine how these questions can be sufficiently 

answered. As the research questions were exploratory in nature, the research adopted a 
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qualitative approach, and this was also consistent with the desire to develop a rich awareness 

of student strengths and engagement with the design. It was felt that qualitative research was 

appropriate as it offered the opportunity to gather in-depth, detailed understanding that could 

lead to future theoretical development (Patton, 2002). As the study was designed to 

understand how tertiary level students can be better supported to develop academic writing 

and thinking skills, it was clear that it was to be conducted from an educational perspective 

with a teaching focus. Baumfield et al. (2008) suggested that “teachers should select research 

tools which fit with their teaching environment” (p. 5). However, Mertler (2006) explained 

that educational research does not often lead to noticeable changes in teaching practices as 

the flow of knowledge from researcher to teacher can be impractical and irrelevant. This lack 

of flow can be somewhat remedied by teachers acting as researchers, thus creating an 

opportunity for theory to be shaped by teaching practice, not vice versa (Mertler, 2006). 

Therefore, a research method such as EDR was a good choice as it offers both theoretical and 

practical contributions to education (McKenney & Reeves, 2018). This approach also 

allowed the opportunity not just to investigate a problem, but also to design and test a 

possible pedagogical solution. 

EDR is an emerging research trend that is strongly connected with practical end-use. 

It is defined as “a means through which deeper insight can be gained into certain phenomena 

related to teaching and learning in authentic settings” (McKenney & Reeves, 2018, p. 25), 

and comprises “a series of approaches, with the intent of producing new theories, artefacts, 

and practices that account for and potentially impact learning and teaching in naturalistic 

settings” (Barab & Squire, as cited in Van den Akker et al., 2006, p. 5). Van den Akker et al. 

(2006) explained that although there are different definitions of this form of research, it 

possesses common features such as being iterative, process oriented, theoretically based, and 

interventionist in nature. 
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In a practical sense, EDR uses theory to consider the need for possible teaching 

approaches and to guide their design. The potential solution is then developed and tested 

iteratively in the field, using multiple means of data collection to assess results. Once this 

process is completed, contributions to pedagogical knowledge and theory building can be 

made. In addition, practical solutions to existing, theory-based, pedagogical problems can be 

realised.  

In order to design theoretically grounded teaching approaches, two theories were 

chosen to underpin the study. Larsson’s (2017) theory of critical thinking was chosen as it 

provided a framework from which critical thinking instruction could be designed. 

Importantly, the support of this theory allowed for greater objective assessment of student 

strengths and weaknesses and, as a newer, untested theoretical proposition, it was valuable in 

guiding the creation of innovative teaching approaches.  

The theory of academic literacies was also utilised as it challenged the status quo of 

academic writing instruction. The theory argues that becoming academically literate is more 

complex than simply teaching students to demonstrate a set of skills, and this perspective 

drove the philosophical design of the course. The theory advocates that in order to better 

understand student writing problems we must first investigate “the understandings of both 

academic staff and students about their literacy practices, without making prior assumptions 

as to which practices are either appropriate or effective” (Lea & Street, 1998, p. 158). This 

standpoint encouraged deep reflection and allowed greater experimentation within the 

pedagogical design.  

Research Design 

In keeping with EDR methodology, the research designed and tested a pedagogical 

solution to better guide international students’ development of critical thinking and academic 

writing. For guidance, an existing EDR study was used as a framework. As shown in Figure 
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9, Dowse (2013), used a series of cycles and phases to explore the “characteristics of an 

intervention for promoting academic research writing” (p. 102) in a graduate student cohort. 

The study involved course conceptualisation and reconceptualisation based on a number of 

research methods, including teacher reflection and student evaluations. 

 

Figure 3  

An Educational Design Research Model (Dowse, as cited in Plomp, 2013, p. 41)  

 

Drawing on some of the principles of EDR, and in a similar manner to Dowse (2013), 

this study involved the design of a 12-week teaching investment, combining multiple 

qualitative methods of data collection and a phased research process to assess outcomes. The 

overall process that was followed is illustrated in Figure 4 and involved a series of steps 

which evolved as the trimester progressed. 
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Figure 4  

Research Design 

  

It is relevant to note that Dowse’s (2013) study appears teacher-centric, with the only 

aspect of student influence/engagement being the use of student evaluations to assist in 

reconceptualisation of the course. Dowse’s approach further supports the interventionist 

nature of the EDR method, and this is not in keeping with the approach I wanted to employ. 

As discussed in the literature review, the decision was made to avoid a deficit approach and 

instead to invest in the students’ learning. Therefore, this research sought to engage students 

during the design process, with the intention that the course would evolve in a way that 

enabled the students to influence the teaching design and therefore gain maximum benefit 

from the process. 

This being said, I also acknowledge the relevance of my position within the research 

as a teacher-researcher. To enhance critique of my research, it is relevant to note that I have 

seven years’ experience working as a teacher of ESL students in the tertiary sector. I am 
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TESOL qualified and have approximately 15 years additional teaching experience in the 

public sector and within industry, though this experience was not undertaken in an ESL area. 

Participants 

The participants in this study were students engaged in a pre-tertiary foundation 

program. Enrolment in this program requires completion of two academic skills courses, of 

which this course is the second. The desired goal of the students was to complete their 

foundation studies and gain access to further tertiary study in Australia. 

For the purposes of this research, two groups of pre-tertiary students were studied. 

Theoretical sampling was used to select these groups (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) and they 

were specifically chosen for their ability to represent the experiences of students who enter 

tertiary studies for the first time and may experience difficulties with academic writing. In 

addition, convenience sampling also applied, as this group was readily available to me in my 

teaching role.  

The sample included 30 students of differing nationalities and educational 

background. It is important to note that these 30 students comprised two different student 

cohorts and were regarded as two distinct groups for the purposes of this research. Group A 

(n = 10),  participated in Phase 1 of the research and Group B (n = 20), participated in Phases 

2, 3 and 4. Demographic details of each group appear in Table 4. 

As my course already existed prior to this research, I had previously exposed students 

to some of the strategies and content that I used during this research project. As shown in 

Figure 4, Phase 1, I conducted Focus Group 1 in order to gather the thoughts of Group A as 

they were just about to complete my program as it currently existed. This was a beneficial 

exercise, as it allowed me to gather data with which I would make changes to the course for 

Group B who would experience the course in its amended form.  
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I then redesigned the course and ran it over a 12 week period with the Group B 

cohort. Group B participated in all aspects of the redesigned course and also volunteered 

writing samples and completed the Critical Thinking Task (with the exception of two 

students who completed the Critical Thinking Task but later withdrew from the course).  

Eleven members of Group B also participated in Focus Group 2. The demographic details 

and extent of participation of Group A and Group B appear in Table 4. 

able 4 

Demographic Details of Participants (n = 30) 

Pseudonym Country of origin Group Research participation 

Tana Zimbabwe A Focus group 1 

Amir Oman A Focus group 1 

Ricky Taiwan A Focus group 1 

Bruce Malaysia A Focus group 1 

Mikhal Philippines A Focus group 1 

Marcella Peru A Focus group 1 

Deacon Kenya A Focus group 1 

Joelle Australia 

(attended high 

school overseas) 

A Focus group 1 

Majida Oman A Focus group 1 

Sabah Oman A Focus group 1 

Aiko Japan B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 

Chao China B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 

Jiwoo Korea B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 
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Zhang China B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 

Althea Antigua and 

Barbuda 

B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 

Kai China B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 

Akram Uzbekistan B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 

Sam Taiwan B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 

Ling China B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 

Hong China B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 

Min China B Focus group 2, completed course, 

completed critical thinking task, 

provided work samples 

Hafeez Pakistan B Completed course, completed 

critical thinking task, provided work 

samples 

Junjie China B Completed course, completed 

critical thinking task, provided work 

samples 

Hashim Pakistan B Completed course, completed 

critical thinking task, provided work 

samples 

Kang China B Completed course, completed 

critical thinking task, provided work 

samples 

Yu Yan China B Completed course, completed 

critical thinking task, provided work 

samples 
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Shu China B Completed course, completed 

critical thinking task, provided work 

samples 

Jie China B 

 

Completed course, completed 

critical thinking task, provided work 

samples 

Huan China B Completed critical thinking task, 

withdrew from course 

Cheng China B Completed critical thinking task, 

withdrew from course 

 

Instruments 

In order to obtain the data necessary to answer the research questions, five different 

data collection methods were combined. Creditability was maintained by using research 

methods and analyses that were well established within EDR and had been applied 

successfully in previous studies (Gleason et al., 2013; Henderson & Hirst, 2007). For this 

reason, each research question was explored via a variety of methods and instruments, as 

summarised in Table 5. The methods utilised included the teaching design as well as teacher 

reflection and observation recorded in a research journal, the collection of a series of student 

work samples, student completion of a teacher-designed critical thinking task, and the 

conduct of two focus groups. Each element of the data collection process can now be linked 

to the related research question and explained in more detail. 
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Table 5 

Data Collection Approach 

Research question  Approach 

Research question: Does the integrated teaching of 

critical thinking and academic writing influence 

international students’ engagement and learning? 

-Teaching design based on literature and refined 

based on observations 

-Teacher reflection and observation recorded in 

research journal 

-Focus groups  

-Student work samples 

Sub-Question 1: How do international students represent 

their critical thoughts in writing prior to the teaching 

investment? 

-Teacher-designed critical thinking task  

-Focus groups  

Sub-Question 2: How can students’ pre-existing 

representations of their critical thinking be used in the 

classroom to guide teaching approaches? 

 

-Teacher-designed critical thinking task  

-Student work samples 

-Focus groups  

Sub-Question 3: How do international students represent 

their critical thoughts in writing after the teaching 

investment? 

 

-Teaching design based on literature and refined 

based on observations 

-Teacher reflection and observation recorded in 

research journal 

-Focus groups 

 

Teaching Design 

In order to answer the research question, a teaching investment was designed and 

implemented during the 12-week course. During this study, students participated in two 

sessions per week, the first lasting 3 hours and the second lasting 2 hours. The 3-hour session 

focussed on academic writing and the 2-hour session was dedicated to instruction in critical 

thinking. 

As noted earlier, the course already existed prior to this research and had traditionally 

adopted many elements of the study skills and academic socialisation models (Lea & Street, 

1998, 2006). During Phase 1, the course was reviewed and redeveloped and this new course 

design was delivered to Group B.  
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Some elements of the existing 12-week course structure were maintained,  however, a 

series of teaching approaches and assessment methods were trialled that attempted to 

recognise, value, and utilise the existing experiences and depth of understanding that students 

already possessed. As noted in Figure 4, Phase 1 involved a process of reflection in which my 

previous experiences teaching the course were coupled with academic literature, theory, and 

student feedback to create a re-developed course design. The end result of this process is the 

course structure that appears as Appendix B. 

From a theoretical perspective, Larsson’s critical thinking model (2017) was used as 

the basis for the design of modified lessons. This involved teaching the critical thinking 

concepts of description, personal opinion, broader implication, argument, and contradiction in 

sequence, using examples to support learning. Suitable written exercises which supported 

these thought processes were developed and as recommended by van Gelder (2005), students 

were given many opportunities to practise and obtain feedback. Based on student feedback 

and insights recorded in my research journal, the design evolved over the course of the 

research. Data was then gathered about the results of the course re-development from the 

perspective of the teacher and the students and from a series of assessments and writing 

samples. 

During the data collection period, some of the existing assessment tasks were also 

altered to focus more closely on aspects relevant to the research. This adjustment of 

assessments was in keeping with the findings of Henderson and Hirst (2007) who, as a result 

of their research findings in a similar course, “advocate for pedagogies that do not just 

reinforce and reproduce existing discourse practices, but rather develop and enable reflection, 

critique and active challenge to current power/knowledge systems” (p. 36). As can be seen in 

Table 6, specific pedagogical changes were made which allowed students to think more 

deeply about the core aspects of the course. It was hoped that rather than just producing 
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required assessment items, students would use these items to further their conceptual 

development and to use their critical thinking skills to question the topics they were learning. 

Table 6 

Pedagogical Changes Made to Existing Course Assessment 

Existing assessment Existing requirement Alteration for the purposes of 

research 

Ongoing homework portfolio 7 set tasks One task was changed to ask the 

students to introduce a proverb 

from their home country and 

explore its meaning 

One task was changed to ask the 

students to describe their best 

friend in Australia and discuss 

their relationship 

One task was changed to ask the 

students to discuss their 

experiences with academic writing 

and critical thinking and to 

explore occasions when they did 

and did not use critical thinking in 

the past 

Five reflective writing tasks Students are required to write four 

400-word reflective journal 

entries.  

 

One topic was removed and the 

following topics were covered: 

-My first day at the College 

-My performance in the mid-

trimester exam 

-My performance in the oral 

presentation 

An essay Students are required to write a 

1,000-word essay. Most portions 

of the essay are written in class 

and students are required to source 

and use teacher feedback. The 

topic options change each 

trimester.  

Topics for research trimester 

(students select one only) 

-Argue whether critical thinking is 

necessary at university and if it 

should be taught 

-Argue whether international 
students should be taught 

academic writing 

 

Teacher-Designed Critical Thinking Task 

To address Sub-Question 1, a teacher-designed critical thinking task was used to 

gather data about how student writing demonstrated any/all of the five critical thinking 
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elements prior to course commencement. This task appears in Figure 5; it was completed in 

Week 2. This enabled data to be gathered about students’ existing level of critical thinking 

and academic writing in order to guide the overall pedagogical design. Although it was my 

intention to ask the students to complete a similar task at the end of the course, COVID-19 

constraints prevented this from occurring. Subsequently, I elected to use writing samples 

from an exam in Week 9 as a comparison activity in order to evaluate student growth.   

Figure 5  

Critical Thinking Task 

 

Note. This cartoon is reproduced in part here, from the original Calvin and Hobbes comic strip by Bill 

Watterson for February 13, 2015 in GoComics. https://www.gocomics.com/calvinandhobbes/2015/02/13/ In the 

public domain. 
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Focus Groups and Research Journal 

Focus groups and a research journal were used to gather data to address Sub-Question 

2. This data was also supplemented by information obtained from a number of classroom 

artefacts. 

In order to gather information to inform the pedagogical design, two focus groups 

were conducted. This method allowed me to develop insights into students’ experiences and 

also to gauge the levels of agreement and disagreement within each group (Morgan, 1996). 

The first focus group occurred prior to course commencement and comprised students who 

had already completed the program. The second occurred at the end of Week 5 with the 

current student cohort. Students were asked to volunteer to take part in the focus groups and 

were informed that their feedback would assist in improving teaching practices and 

understanding. A sample of questions from the focus groups appears in Table 7. Some of the 

questions were asked to both groups and others were only asked in one of the two sessions. 

It must be noted that COVID-19 required Focus Group 2 to be conducted online. This 

occurred early in the online teaching process when students were new to the Zoom medium. 

To assist in data gathering, Kahoot, an online interactive quiz software, was utilised to 

develop trigger questions. Thus, some of the questions are closed in nature. Students were 

then encouraged to build on their answers in longer oral responses. However, whilst students 

were engaged when using the Kahoot format, they preferred providing written comments to 

me in a private chat function. Thus, the output from Focus Group 2 was much less than the 

face-to-face output of Focus Group 1. 
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Table 7 

Focus Group Questions 

Questions 

-In Australia, do you write in English more often than you wrote in English in your home country? 

-Before you came to Australia, how often did you write paragraphs in English? 

-Before you came to Australia, how much writing were you actually doing?   

-Before coming to Australia, what were your experiences of critical thinking? 

-Before you came to Australia, how often did you use your critical thinking skills? 

-Before you came to Australia, what were your needs in terms of academic writing and critical thinking? 

What did you need to learn before you came here? 

-In your language, how do you say “'critical thinking”? 

-Had you experienced journal articles before coming here? 

- Do you think that we [teachers] are able to use your previous experiences with academic writing and critical 

thinking? 

-Do you think your teachers acknowledge your previous experiences, or do you feel we could do that better? 

-Do you think we acknowledge your background?  Do you think we are working with what you bring, or do 

you think we are just teaching you a different way? 

-Is this course different from or similar to your previous experiences?  

-When I teach you how to write, what is similar and different to what you already learned in your country 

about writing in English? 

-In Australia, do you use any writing skills that you learned in your own country? 

-Do you ever feel like you have ideas that you cannot express in English? 

-How hard was it to learn about journals? 

-What do you think the hardest thing was to learn in this course? 

-In what way do you feel critical thinking and academic writing are related? 

-What was easy in this course? 

-How helpful do you think learning about academic writing and critical thinking will be for your future? 

-Do you feel that after you leave this course you will be prepared to go either to diploma or to university? 

-What can I do to make my teaching of critical thinking better? 

-What do you think I could do to make this course better for students? 

-Is there anything you wish you learned in this course, but you did not? 
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In order to create a thorough record of the research as it was occurring, I maintained a 

research journal during the study period. Keeping a journal was recommended by Kemmis et 

al. (2013) as a means of producing a reliable record of what occurred during the study. This 

enabled deep description of classroom activities and provided opportunities to triangulate my 

findings with the results of the other data gathering methods. My journal comprised what 

Burgess (1981, pp. 76-78) referred to as “substantive, methodological and analytical 

accounts” and this included records of what was taught, how it was taught, when it was 

taught, and who it was taught to. I also made note of specific situations that occurred during 

the course; decisions that I made; questions students asked; observations of classroom 

interactions; problems students’ experienced; and personal, pedagogical, and methodological 

insights. The research journal also documented the evolution of my thinking over time, and it 

encouraged me to reflect on my pedagogical philosophy and the implications of the content 

and process choices that I made. The journal also enabled me to revisit specific events and 

questions that arose during the course, and to analyse the meaning of this data at a later time. 

From a methodological perspective, insights that emerged in the journal were used to 

reconceptualise future classes and added to the overall iterative nature of the research design. 

As a supplement to my research journal, I also collected a number of artefacts including the 

course workbook, attendance lists, the course outline and all teaching plans and materials. 

Student Work Samples 

To gather information to address Sub-Question 3, a series of student work samples 

were collected. These included completed mid-trimester exams, draft essays, completed 

essays, completed homework, and in-class tasks such as critical thinking activities and 

reflections. Collection from a natural setting enabled me to establish how the students were 

responding to the course content and how their ideas and skills developed and changed. 

Marshall and Rossman (2011) argued that this form of data collection would allow deeper 
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insights into a study and this is indeed what occurred. The course also required students to 

complete a number of written assessments and these were also collected as part of the 

research.  

Analysis 

The analytical approaches that were utilised are summarised in Table 8. As indicated 

in the table, a series of different analytical processes were used to analyse the wealth of data 

obtained during the research period. As EDR is an iterative process, analysis was used to 

inform ongoing teaching design and changes to the teaching approach occurred throughout 

the study. 

Table 8 

Analytical Approach 

Research question  Method Analysis 

Main Research Question 

Does the integrated teaching of 

critical thinking and academic 

writing influence international 

students’ engagement and 

learning? 

-Teaching design based on 

literature and refined based on all 

other methods 

-Teacher reflection and 
observation recorded in research 

journal 

-Focus Group 1 and 2 n = 21 

-Descriptive analysis of teaching 

design 

-Thematic analysis of research 

journal 

-Thematic analysis of focus group 

output 

Sub-Question 1 

How do international students 

represent their critical thoughts in 

writing prior to the teaching 

investment? 

-Teacher-designed critical 

thinking task 

n = 20 

-Focus Group 1 n = 10 

-Rubric and textual analysis used 

to assess results of critical 
thinking task Week 1 (pre-

investment) 

-Analysis and comparison of 

critical thinking task (pre-

investment) with writing samples 

(post-investment) 

-Thematic analysis of Focus 

Group 1 output 

Sub-Question 2 

How can students’ pre-existing 

representations of their critical 

thinking be used in the classroom 

to guide teaching approaches? 

 

-Teaching design based on 

literature and refined based on all 

other methods 

-Teacher reflection and 

observation recorded in research 

journal 

-Descriptive analysis of teaching 

design 

-Thematic analysis of research 

journal 

-Thematic analysis of Focus 

Group 1 and 2 output 
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-Focus Group 1 and 2 n = 21  

Sub-Question 3 

How do international students 

represent their critical thoughts in 

writing after the teaching 

investment? 

 

-Student work samples n = 18 

 

-Rubric and textual analysis used 

to assess results of work samples 

Week 12 (post-investment) 

- Analysis and comparison of 

critical thinking task (pre-

investment) with writing samples 

(post-investment) 

-Thematic analysis of focus group 

output 

 

The overall teaching approach was analysed using descriptive analysis. This method 

of analysis is described as the foundation of qualitative analysis and reporting. The choice of 

this method of analysis allowed me to richly describe the setting and this had the “capacity to 

open up a world to the reader through rich, detailed, and concrete descriptions of people and 

places … in such a way that we can understand the phenomenon studied and draw our own 

interpretations about meaning and significance” (Patton, 2002, p. 438). Sandelowski (2000) 

explained that this analysis involves presenting the facts of the situation in everyday 

language, without significant interpretation. This ensures descriptive validity, as two people 

observing the same facts would be likely to record them in the same way. This approach 

enabled a detailed description to be developed of the teaching design, in keeping with the 

need to provide this level of detailed information about critical thinking pedagogy as 

expressed by Behar-Horenstein and Niu (2011).  

The research journal and focus group outputs were analysed via thematic analysis. 

Focus group discussions were transcribed and the data and focus questions were used to 

direct the development of appropriate coding. Initially, inductive analysis occurred in an 

attempt to identify themes and patterns and this was complemented by deductive analysis 

once themes had been identified, in order to affirm the results of the inductive process 
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(Patton, 2002). Based on these analyses, changes were made to the teaching design as 

necessary. 

Finally, the critical thinking task and work samples were analysed using a rubric 

based on Larsson’s (2017) five critical thinking levels. The rubric was specifically designed 

for this purpose and this is in keeping with the work of Gleason et al. (2013), who used a 

rubric to assess the development of critical thinking and problem solving across a 6-year 

pharmacy program. Rubric assessments of the critical thinking task and work samples were 

compared pre- and post-investment to assess the development of critical thinking and 

academic writing. Simple descriptive statistics were generated to analyse the differences 

between the results gained early in the course and those achieved by the end of the program. 

In addition, student writing was analysed to identify the range and type of vocabulary that 

appeared in their work. 

Ethics 

This research was assessed as low risk and no harm came to subjects as a result of 

their participation. To ensure a sound ethical approach, a number of actions were taken. 

Approval was gained from the tertiary institution in which the data were collected. Ethical 

approval was gained from Griffith University and approval was confirmed again from the 

tertiary institute prior to the research commencing. Participants were given a summary of the 

research and a consent form and all agreed to sign the form prior to participation (the consent 

form appears in Appendix C). Verbal consent was also regularly sought, including before the 

conduct of each focus group and again before gathering student work samples for analysis. 

Participants were also assured that they could withdraw from the study at any time. As I was 

concerned that participants may perceive that their decision to participate or not participate in 

the research would impact upon their grades in the course, I managed this by providing verbal 

and written assurances that this was not the case. 
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Participant discomfort during the focus groups was minimised via discussions both 

before and after the research to fully brief and debrief the participants. The discussions 

emphasised that participants did not have to answer any questions that caused them to feel 

discomfort and participants were encouraged to only share information they felt comfortable 

disclosing. Participants in Focus Group 2 were also encouraged to share information in a 

private chat function to alleviate the discomfort the online mode created. Participants names 

have been changed to protect their confidentiality and this will also occur in the case that any 

publications result from this research. 

Physical data were secured in a locked cupboard when not in use and electronic data 

were secured in password-protected documents inside a password-protected system. Upon 

completion of the research, students will be given a plain English summary of the research 

findings and any publications will be made available to them. The results of the study and 

any publications will de-identify participants and the tertiary institution. 

This chapter has explored how, by using an academic literacies framework (Lea & 

Street, 1998, 2006) and Larsson’s critical thinking sequence (2017), this research resulted in 

the design of a new pedagogical approach to critical thinking and academic writing. The 

study used an EDR approach and combined multiple instruments to collect data including 

reflection and observations recorded in a research journal, student work samples, student task 

completion, and focus groups. 

In Chapter 4 the data collected during the research will be summarised and evaluated. 

Results include basic descriptive statistics, thematic analysis of the research journal, thematic 

analysis of focus group output, vocabulary analysis of the teacher-designed critical thinking 

task and student work samples, and a summary of student critical thinking pre- and post-

investment.  
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Chapter 4: Data Findings and Analysis 

This chapter presents an overview of the data collected during the research. It 

explores how the data answered each of the research questions and explains the results of 

initial data analysis. It commences with a discussion of the results of the teacher-designed 

critical thinking task, used to establish the baseline of students’ critical thinking and academic 

writing. This is followed by a discussion of the outputs of two focus groups which were used 

to guide and adjust course design. Analysis of the teacher research journal is then explored 

before the chapter concludes with an evaluation of the students’ outputs pre- and post-

investment. 

To assist in grounding the data, Figure 4 has been replicated as a reminder of the 

overall design of the research. This ensures that connections are clearly evident between the 

research questions and data collection methods.  

Figure 4 (Repeated) 

Research Design 
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Summary of Data 

Using the data collection methods outlined in Figure 4, more than 750 pages of data 

was gathered. This comprised a large volume of student work, including critical thinking task 

responses, mid-trimester exams and homework tasks. Focus groups generated 34 pages of 

transcribed data and my research journal comprised 42 pages of notes. I also collected and 

analysed portions of the 250 page course workbook, teaching plans, subject outline, and 

attendance records. 

Teacher-Designed Critical Thinking Task 

As noted in Figure 4, a teacher-designed critical thinking task was used as a method to 

gather data to answer Sub-Question 1: How do international students represent their critical 

thoughts in writing prior to the teaching investment? In Week 2, I provided the students with 

a task to complete which included a suitable cartoon that I felt would allow students to 

respond to all five of Larsson’s (2017) stages (the task previously appeared in Figure 5). A 

total of 20 students completed this task, generating 35 pages of data. To assess student 

responses, two rubrics were designed, each rubric developed to assess a particular aspect of 

their work. Rubric A (Table 9) assessed critical thinking alone and Rubric B (Table 10) 

assessed how critical thinking was expressed in writing. Each rubric will be discussed in 

more detail below. 
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Table 9 

Rubric A: Critical Thinking 

    Base level  

The student can 

locate a 

contradiction in 

the source 

materials/topic 

The student can 

articulate their 

own overall 

argument in 

relation to the 

source 

materials/topic 

The student can 

consider the 

broader 

implications 

and/or 

consequences 

of the source 

material/topic 

The student can 

relate to the 

source 

materials/topic 

using their own 

personal 

opinions, 

experiences, 

values, and/or 

perspectives 

The student is 

able to describe 

the general 

contents of the 

source 

materials/topic 

No criteria are 

met 
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Table 10 

Rubric B: Critical Thinking in Writing 

 Excellent performance High performance Reasonable performance Base level Underperformance 

 

 

WRITING TYPE A: 

 

WRITTEN 

DESCRIPTION 

Comprehensive 

description is presented 
which enables someone 

unfamiliar with the topic to 

thoroughly understand it 

without any areas of 

omission 

 

 

All key points are 

described using 
appropriate vocabulary  

 

Description enables 

someone unfamiliar with 

the topic to develop a 

workable understanding 

which requires only minor 

additions in order to be 

thorough 

 

Many key points 

are described using 
appropriate 

vocabulary  

 

Some key points are 

missing; however, the 

description presents a 

reasonable picture of 

the topic/source  

 

  

 

A small number of 

elements of the 
topic/source are 

described using a 

limited amount of 

vocabulary which is 

mostly suitable for 

purpose  

 

A number of key 

points are missing, 

and this impedes 

description and reader 

understanding  

 

No description is 

provided 
 

and/or 

 

Description is too short 

or lacking in descriptive 

detail to assess  

 

 

WRITING TYPE B: 

 

PERSONAL 

CONNECTION 

 

(INTERNAL) 

Students are able to use the 

topic to question their own 

opinions/experiences 

and/or personal values 

 

Students can 

demonstrate a 

connection with their 

own underlying values 

 

Personal pronouns, 

comparative and 

contrastive vocabulary 

are used appropriately to 

articulate the connection 
 

 

Students can 

demonstrate a 

connection with 

their own 

experience/s 

 

Personal pronouns and 

comparative vocabulary 

are used appropriately to 

articulate the connection 

One aspect of the 

topic is discussed in 

relation to the 

student’s own 

opinions  

 

Personal pronouns are 

used appropriately to 

articulate the 

connection  

 

No personal 

connection is made 

 

 

 
WRITING TYPE C: 

Consequences/implications 

are identified and are 

connected to more than 

More than one 

consequence/implication 

is identified, and an 

Identifies the 

consequence and 

explains some 

A brief articulation of 

one possible 

consequence (beyond 

No implications and 

consequences are 

identified 
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IDENTIFYING 

IMPLICATIONS AND 

CONSEQUENCES 

 

(EXTERNAL) 

 

one context  

 

Logical connections are 

always made 

 

 

explanation is given of 

the logic behind the 

decision 

 

Frequent, correct use of 

connectives 
 

 

logic behind 

arriving at this 

consequence 

 

One or two 

connectives are 
used to link ideas 

together  

 

self) is made  

 

 

 

 

 

Connectives are not 

used to make links 

between the source and 

the broader 

consequences  

 

 

 

WRITING TYPE D: 

 

CRAFTING A 

CONCLUSION  

A conclusion is articulated 

and thoroughly explained 

or justified, using suitable 

evidence 

 

The conclusion is clearly 

argued and the reader 

would be convinced by the 
argument 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated or justified 

using multiple pieces of 

suitable evidence 

 

 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated and 

explained or 

justified using one 

piece of suitable 

evidence 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated but no 

evidence is used to 

explain or justify the 

position  

 

No conclusion is 

presented 

 

 

 
WRITING TYPE E: 

 

CONTRADICTION 

The overall meaning or 

implication of the 

contradiction is explored 

 

A contradiction is 

identified and more than 

one example from the 

source is explored and 

used to support it 

 

A contradiction is 

identified and an 

example from the 

source is used to 

support it 

 

A contradiction is 

identified but not 

explored  

 

No contradiction is 

identified  
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Rubric A: Assessing Critical Thinking 

In order for Rubric A to conform to each of Larsson’s (2017) levels, six criteria were 

developed. This was a move away from my normal practice of creating a five-level rubric 

with “grades” from Fail to High Distinction. Larsson’s first level of description was used as 

the base level of critical thought; however, words such as “high” or “reasonable” were not 

ascribed to any of the other levels. While constructing the rubric I wrote in my research 

journal: 

Larsson – using steps is hard at times to transfer into grading. It doesn’t feel “nice” to 

grade thinking but is it necessary? I guess so. (Research Journal, Week 1, p. 6) 

A total of 20 students completed the critical thinking task during class time. Each 

student’s work was assessed using Rubric A and a conscious effort was made to deliberately 

remove any assessment of the quality, depth, or length of writing. Table 11 illustrates the 

results of the assessment and these are discussed in more detail in the paragraphs to follow. 

Table 11 

Rubric A: Critical Thinking Results (n = 20) 

    Base level  

The student can 

locate a 

contradiction in 

the source 

materials/topic 

The student can 

articulate their 

own overall 

argument in 

relation to the 

source 

materials/topic 

The student can 

consider the 

broader 

implications 

and/or 

consequences 

of the source 

material/topic 

The student can 

relate to the 

source 

materials/topic 

using their own 

personal 

opinions, 

experiences, 

values, and/or 

perspectives 

The student is 

able to describe 

the general 

contents of the 

source 

materials/topic 

No criteria are 

met 

8 students 7 students 10 students 15 students 18 students 1 student 

40% 35% 50% 75% 90% 5% 
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Rubric A: Results and Analysis 

Twenty students completed this task, each response ranging between 45 – 268 words 

and averaging 142.3 words. As seven questions were asked, students averaged a response of 

20.28 words per question, though some questions generated much higher or much lower than 

average word volume. Three students were able to attain all levels of the rubric, writing 188, 

185, and 117 words, respectively.  

Largely in keeping with Larsson’s (2017) hierarchical model, 90% of students were 

able to attain the base level of critical thinking (description) and the number of students 

attaining each additional level of thinking decreased as the thinking requirements increased. 

Notably, the ability to create an argument was attained by the lowest number of students and 

this was also observed as an area of difficulty in my research journal. As could be anticipated, 

some students who attained the higher levels of the rubric (own argument and contradiction) 

did so after also demonstrating all lower levels. However, some students demonstrated higher 

levels with missing lower levels. For example, consider the following results: 
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Table 12 

Summary of Three Critical Thinking Results 

     Base level  

 The student 

can locate a 

contradiction 

in the source 

materials/topic 

The student 

can articulate 

their own 

overall 

argument in 

relation to the 

source 

materials/topic 

The student 

can consider 

the broader 

implications 

and/or 

consequences 

of the source 

material/topic 

The student 

can relate to 

the source 

materials/topic 

using their 

own personal 

opinions, 

experiences, 

values, and/or 

perspectives 

The student is 

able to 

describe the 

general 

contents of the 

source 

materials/topic 

No 

criteria 

are met 

Student AA 

122 words 

✓  x ✓  ✓  x x 

Student AB 

109 words 

✓  x x ✓  x x 

Student AC 

156 words  

✓  ✓  x x ✓  x 

Rubric B: Assessing Critical Thinking in Writing 

Using Larsson’s (2017) model to develop a suitable assessment of written output was 

extremely difficult. For each of Larsson’s stages I considered how it could be demonstrated 

in writing, from a base level through to a highly developed manner. The rubric was 

subsequently divided into five writing types to correspond with Larsson’s work; these were 

named Writing Type A - Writing Type E. My classroom experience was used to inform my 

decisions as I considered how each writing type would develop from base level through to 

advanced written work.    
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Table 13 

Extension of Larsson’s Critical Thinking Hierarchy (2017, p. 37) to Written Expression 

Way of understanding Critical thinking type Explanation of critical 

thinking required 

Writing type 

Way of understanding E Critical thinking Type 

E 

To scrutinise by drawing 

attention to an inner 

contradiction between two 

of the original standpoints 

Writing Type E 

Way of understanding 

D 

Critical thinking Type 

D 

To scrutinise by 

conclusion and argument 

regarding a broader 

implication of some of the 

original standpoints 

Writing Type D 

Way of understanding C Critical thinking Type 

C 

To scrutinise by paying 

attention to one broader 

implication of one of the 

original standpoints 

Writing Type C 

Way of understanding B Critical thinking Type 

B 

To scrutinise one of some 

of the original standpoints 

using one’s own 

values/standpoints 

Writing Type B 

Way of understanding 

A 

Critical thinking Type 

A 

To describe some of the 

original standpoints 

Writing Type A 

 

In order to add additional objective assessment of each student’s writing samples, 

Rubric B was also supplemented by textual analysis. The words and phrases that I considered 

would be most likely to appear, based on the English skills needed to meet each level of 

Larsson’s (2017) model, were documented (see Table 14). Words were also added to the list 

if any additional language appeared in the students’ work. This allowed me to clarify which 

language features were present or absent and to understand why students had attained the 

grades demonstrated when I assessed each piece of work using the rubric.
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Table 14 

Rubric B: Critical Thinking in Writing, Including Key Words and Phrases 

 Excellent performance High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance Key words and 

phrases 

 

 

WRITING TYPE 

A: 

 

WRITTEN 

DESCRIPTION 

Comprehensive 

description is presented 

which enables someone 
unfamiliar with the topic to 

thoroughly understand it 

without any areas of 

omission 

 

 

All key points are 

described using 

appropriate vocabulary  
 

Description enables 

someone unfamiliar with 

the topic to develop a 

workable understanding 

which requires only minor 

additions in order to be 

thorough  

 

Many key 

points are 

described 
using 

appropriate 

vocabulary  

 

Some key points 

are missing; 

however, the 

description 

presents a 

reasonable 

picture of the 

topic/source  
 

  

 

A small number 

of elements of 

the topic/source 
are described 

using a limited 

amount of 

vocabulary 

which is mostly 

suitable for 

purpose. 

 

A number of 

key points are 

missing, and this 

impedes 
description and 

reader 

understanding  

 

No description is 

provided 

 
and/or 

 

Description is too 

short or lacking in 

descriptive detail 

to assess  

 

-cartoon 
-comic 
-boy 
-girl 
-snow 
-hat 

-gloves 
-coat 
-threw 
-angry 

 

WRITING TYPE 

B: 

 

PERSONAL 

CONNECTION 

 

(INTERNAL) 

Students are able to use the 

topic to question their own 

opinions/experiences 

and/or personal values 

 

Students can 

demonstrate a 

connection with their 

own underlying values  

 

 

Personal pronouns, 
comparative and 

contrastive vocabulary 

are used appropriately to 

articulate the connection 

Students can 

demonstrate a 

connection 

with their 

own 

experience/s 

 

Personal pronouns 

and comparative 

vocabulary are 

One aspect of 

the topic is 

discussed in 

relation to the 

student’s own 

opinions  

 
Personal 

pronouns are 

used 

appropriately to 

No personal 

connection is 

made 

 

First Person 
-I  -me  -my  -we  
-us 
 

Second Person 
-you 
 
Third Person 
-they  -them  -he  
-she  -it 
 
Comparative 
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 used appropriately 

to articulate the 

connection 

articulate the 

connection  

 

 -too  -both  -like -
as 
 -in common  -same   
-as well as 

-similar 

 

 

 
WRITING TYPE 

C: 

 

IDENTIFYING 

IMPLICATIONS 

AND 

CONSEQUENCES  

 

(EXTERNAL) 

 

 

Consequences/implications 

are identified and are 
connected to more than 

one context  

 

Logical connections are 

always made 

 

 

More than one 

consequence/implication 
is identified, and an 

explanation is given of 

the logic behind the 

decision 

 

Frequent, correct use of 

connectives 

 

 

Identifies the 

consequence 
and explains 

some logic 

behind 

arriving at 

this 

consequence 

 

One or two 

connectives 

are used to 

link ideas 
together  

 

A brief 

articulation of 
one possible 

consequence 

(beyond self) is 

made  

 

 

 

 

No implications 

and consequences 
are identified 

 

Connectives are 

not used to make 

links between the 

source and the 

broader 

consequences  

 

Connectives to 
show cause and 
effect: 
-for 
-because 
-as 
-since 

-therefore 
-hence 
-as a result 
-consequently 
-due to 
-because of 

 

 

WRITING TYPE 

D: 

 

CRAFTING A 

CONCLUSION  

A conclusion is articulated 

and thoroughly explained 

or justified, using suitable 

evidence 

 

 

The conclusion is clearly 

argued and the reader 

would be convinced by the 
argument 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated or justified 

using multiple pieces of 

suitable evidence 

 

 

 

A conclusion 

is articulated 

and explained 

or justified 

using one 

piece of 

suitable 

evidence 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated but 

no evidence is 

used to explain 

or justify the 

position  

 

No conclusion is 

presented 

 

Concluding 
language: 

-finally 
-therefore 
-in a word 
-in brief 
-in conclusion 
-in the end 
-on the whole 
-thus 

-to conclude 
-to summarise 
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WRITING TYPE E: 

 

CONTRADICTION 

The overall 

meaning or 

implication of the 

contradiction is 

explored 

 

A contradiction is 

identified and more than 

one example from the 

source are explored is 

used to support it 

 

A contradiction 

is identified 

and an example 

from the source 

is used to 

support it 

 

A contradiction is 

identified but not 

explored  

 

No contradiction is 

identified  

 

Connectives to 
explain: 
-for example 
-e.g. 

-i.e. 
-because 
-for instance 
-so 
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Rubric B: Results and Analysis 

Writing Type A: Description 

The results of Writing Type A are demonstrated in Table 15. This section of the rubric 

was designed to assess whether students described the whole image or only parts of it, 

whether appropriate vocabulary was used, and whether each student’s description would 

enable a reader who was unfamiliar with the image to understand it.  

The results show that six students (30%) were unable to provide a sufficient 

description which met the base level that would be necessary at their level of education. In 

addition, no student was able to attain an excellent level of writing and only one attained 

what would be considered high performance (describing all key points and providing the 

reader with a mostly thorough description). A total of seven students (35%) demonstrated the 

ability to describe many key points, with some omissions, and created a reasonable written 

description of the images. 
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Table 15 

Rubric B: Writing Type A: Description (n = 20) 

Excellent 

performance 

High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance 

Comprehensive 

description is 

presented which 

enables someone 

unfamiliar with the 

topic to thoroughly 

understand it 

without any areas 

of omission 

 

All key points 

are described 

using 

appropriate 

vocabulary  

 

Description 

enables someone 

unfamiliar with 

the topic to 

develop a 

workable 

understanding 

which requires 

only minor 

additions in order 

to be thorough 

Many key 

points are 

described 

using 

appropriate 

vocabulary  

 

Some key points 

are missing; 

however, the 

description 

presents a 

reasonable picture 

of the topic/source 

A small 

number of 

elements of the 

topic/source are 

described using 

a limited 

amount of 

vocabulary 

which is mostly 

suitable for 
purpose  

 

A number of key 

points are 

missing, and this 

impedes 

description and 

reader 

understanding 

No description is 

provided 

 

and/or 

 

Description is too 

short or lacking in 

descriptive detail to 

assess 

0 students 1 student 7 students 6 students 6 students 

0% 5% 35% 30% 30% 

 

I also recorded the vocabulary that students selected to describe the images. As is 

shown in Appendix D, Table 1, a large number of students were able to successfully describe 

that the image depicted a boy and a girl and that the boy had thrown something at the girl. 

However, the depth of description dropped significantly after this point. Only 40% (8 

students) were able to infer from the picture that the thrown item was mostly likely to be a 

snowball. Slightly more students (9 students, 45%) used adjectives to describe what was 

occurring; for example, two students identified that the image itself was of poor quality and 

two described the girl and boy as “little”. The most commonly used adjective was “angry” 

which was used by five students (25%) while one student used the word “upset” and another 

used the word “mad”. As I was also trying to find examples of systematic writing approaches, 
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I noted that 12 students (60%) used either one or all of the words “first”, “second”, and 

“two”, indicating a beginning level of systematic thinking in the construction of their ideas.  

Writing Type B: Personal Connection 

The results of Writing Type B are demonstrated in Table 16. This section of the rubric 

was designed to assess whether students could make a personal connection with the cartoon. 

At base level, I determined that students would be able to form an opinion about the images 

and at higher levels they would be able to demonstrate connections to their own experiences 

and values. I determined that an excellent result would be evident if a student could use the 

source material to question their own opinions, experiences, and/or values.  

Table 16 

Rubric B: Writing Type B: Personal Connection (Internal) (n = 20) 

Excellent performance High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance 

Students are able to 

use the topic to 
question their own 

opinions/experiences 

and/or personal 

values 

 

Students can 

demonstrate 
a connection 

with their 

own 

underlying 

values  

 

Personal 

pronouns, 

comparative 

and contrastive 

vocabulary are 

used 
appropriately 

to articulate the 

connection 

 

 

Students can 

demonstrate a 
connection 

with their 

own 

experience/s 

5 students 

(25%) 

 

 

Personal 

pronouns and 

contrastive 

vocabulary 
are used 

appropriately 

to articulate 

the 

connection 

4 students 

(20%) 

One aspect of 

the topic is 
discussed in 

relation to the 

student’s own 

opinions  

13 students 

(65%) 

 

Personal 

pronouns are 

used 

appropriately 

to articulate 
the 

connection  

12 students 

(60%) 

No personal 

connection is 
made 

 

0 students 1 student   0 students 

0% 5%   0% 
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As illustrated in Table 16, all students were able to make a personal connection with 

the source material. The majority of students (13 students, 65%) did so by providing their 

personal opinion about the cartoon. Six students attained a stronger result, with five (30%) 

being able to make a connection with their own experiences and one student (5%) connecting 

the images with his/her own values. No student attained an excellent result. 

In relation to Writing Type B, I also assessed whether students could successfully use 

appropriate personal pronouns and comparative/contrastive language features. One student 

attained a high-level connection, relating the image to her current values and using 

appropriate comparative and contrastive language features to explain how the image was not 

in keeping with those values. In addition, five students (25%) were able to use pronouns and 

comparative language features to make their personal connection; however, the words and 

phrases used (see Appendix D, Table 2) were largely not those I had expected to see. 

As can been seen in Table 16, this section of the rubric saw differing numbers of 

students attaining portions of different levels. This was also seen in Writing Type C. This 

suggests that the rubric requires additional revision and validation in order for it to function 

as efficiently as possible.  

Writing Type C: External Implications and Consequences 

The results of Writing Type C are demonstrated in Table 17. This section of the rubric 

was designed to assess whether students could infer a possible external (beyond themselves) 

consequence or implication based on the images they observed. At base level, in order to 

perform this task successfully, I considered that students would need to be able to identify a 

consequence and/or implication in writing. In addition, I felt that students attaining a higher 

level of thinking and writing would be able to demonstrate the logic behind arriving at this 

decision and the use of connectives to demonstrate cause and effect. 
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Table 17 

Rubric B: Writing Type C: Identifying Implications and Consequences (External) (n = 20) 

Excellent 

performance 

High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance 

Consequences/ 

implications are 

identified and 

are connected 

to more than 

one context  

 

Logical 

connections are 

always made 

 

More than one 

consequence/im

plication is 

identified, and 

an explanation is 

given of the 

logic behind the 

decision 

 

 
Frequent, 

correct use of 

connectives 

 

 

 

 

 

Identifies the 

consequence and 

explains some 

logic behind 

arriving at this 

consequence. 

5 students 

(25%) 

 

 
One or two 

connectives are 

used to link ideas 

together. 

8 students 

(40%) 

A brief 

articulation of 

one possible 

consequence 

(beyond self) is 

made  

 

 

 

 

No implications and 

consequences are 

identified 

7 students 

(35%) 

 

Connectives are not 

used to make links 

between the source 

and the broader 
consequences  

12 students (60%) 

 

0 students 0 students  8 students  

0% 0%  40%  

  

Overall, the results of this assessment demonstrated that many students attained base 

level performance or below. Eight students (40%) demonstrated that they could briefly 

articulate a possible consequence; however, almost the same number (7 students, 35%) could 

not. Only five students (25%) attained reasonable performance, explaining some of the 

reasoning they used to logically determine this consequence.  

The use of connectives was particularly telling. When I considered what students may 

be expected to write when discussing consequences, it appeared that the discussion of cause 

and effect would be necessary, for example: this consequence would be likely because. In 

essence, examples of connectives were anticipated in their work. Before assessing the writing 

samples, I drafted a list of possible cause and effect connectives and sought those out in the 

writing samples. In addition, if students used different words to show cause and/or effect, 
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those were added to the list. As noted in Appendix D, Table 3, 12 students (60%) used no 

connectives at all and eight students (40%) used only one or two. No student frequently used 

correct cause and effect connectives. All the connective words used by the students, including 

those that were anticipated, appear in the table in Appendix D. As the table indicates, many 

of the expected connective words did not appear in student work. The most commonly used 

words students used to connect ideas were because, it is, and will. No student produced a 

correct statement of cause and effect in their writing sample. 

Writing Type D: Crafting a Conclusion 

The results of Writing Type D are demonstrated in Table 18. This section of the rubric 

was designed to assess whether students could articulate a conclusion based on the source 

materials. At base level, in order to perform this task successfully, I considered that students 

would need to be able to draft a conclusion but did not require them to use evidence to 

explain or justify it. At higher levels, I felt that students would need to demonstrate the use of 

evidence from the source and, at the highest level of performance, to clearly argue this 

conclusion. The majority of students (15 students, 75%) were able to articulate a conclusion 

but used no evidence to justify their position. Only two students (10%) successfully used any 

evidence from the source to support their ideas and no student attained high or excellent 

performance.  
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Table 18 

Rubric B: Writing Type D: Crafting a Conclusion (n = 20) 

Excellent 

performance 

High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance 

A conclusion is 

articulated and 

thoroughly 

explained or 

justified, using 

suitable 

evidence 

 

 

The conclusion 
is clearly 

argued, and the 

reader would be 

convinced by 

the argument 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated or 

justified using 

multiple pieces 

of suitable 

evidence 

 

 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated and 

explained or 

justified using 

one piece of 

suitable 

evidence 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated but 

no evidence is 

used to explain 

or justify the 

position  

 

No conclusion is 

presented 

 

0 students 0 students 2 students 15 students 3 students 

0% 0% 10% 75% 15% 

 

Once again, I assessed the use of words that I anticipated would be used by students 

who had been asked to draft a conclusion. I sought out the following words and phrases: 

finally, therefore, in a word, in brief, in conclusion, in the end, on the whole, thus, to 

conclude, and to summarise. Appendix D, Table 5 demonstrates the results of this process 

and illustrates that almost half of the students (9 students, 45%) used a word to indicate that 

they were writing a conclusion. The primary words used were conclusion and finally. Many 

of the words I thought would appear did not occur in the writing samples. 

Writing Type E: Discussing Contradiction 

Table 19 records the results of my assessment of Writing Type E. In this section of 

the rubric, I was assessing to what extent students were able to identify a contradiction in the 

source, could use examples from the source to explain what they had identified, and whether 

they could attribute an overall meaning or implication to the contradiction. As shown in 
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Figure 5, the cartoon depicts a boy stating that he did not throw a snowball and then 

contradicting himself by stating, “besides, I missed didn’t I?!” I believed this would be an 

easy contradiction to locate; however, a large proportion of students (13 students, 65%) were 

unable to identify any contradiction in the source materials. A further 15% (3 students) 

identified the contradiction and 20% (4 students) were able to develop their ideas further by 

using examples from the source to support their assertions. No student used multiple 

examples or considered the overall meaning or implication of the contradiction. 

Table 19 

Rubric B: Writing Type E: Identifying a Contradiction (n = 20) 

Excellent 

performance 

High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance 

An overall 

meaning or 

implication of 

the 

contradiction is 

explored 

A contradiction 

is identified and 

more than one 

example from the 

source is 

explored and 

used to support it 

A contradiction 

is identified and 

an example 

from the source 

is used to 

support it 

A 

contradiction 

is identified 

but not 

explored 

No contradiction 

is identified  

0 students 0 students 4 students 3 students 13 students 

0% 0% 20% 15% 65% 

 

As with the previous writing types, I again assessed the content of the work samples 

by investigating the language features that students used to integrate source examples to 

support their ideas. The key words and phrases I anticipated would appear in this section of 

student work were for example, e.g., i.e., because, and for instance; however, once again, 

most of these were not demonstrated. In total, only three students attempted to connect their 

ideas in this way, three using a version of the phrase he says that, and one using the word 

because. 
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Focus Group 1 and Focus Group 2 

The following discussion will explore the data that were gathered to answer Sub-Question 2: 

How can students’ pre-existing representations of their critical thinking be used in the 

classroom to guide teaching approaches? 

During each focus group the participants were asked a series of questions about their 

background, experiences in the course, their learning, their needs, and the difficulties they 

experienced during the course. Using NVIVO, a thematic analysis of the focus group output 

was performed and a series of themes and sub-themes emerged. This thematic analysis was 

complemented by deductive analysis based on the theoretical basis of the research. The 

findings are discussed and, at times, supplemented by extracts from student work. In order to 

present the students’ contributions accurately, I have elected to retain spelling, punctuation, 

and grammatical errors and have edited the contributions only when absolutely necessary for 

ease of understanding. 

Writing  

During each focus group, students were asked to discuss their experiences in relation 

to academic writing and critical thinking prior to studying in Australia. This was insightful as 

students described a variety of high school experiences, varying from those who had 

significant writing instruction to those who had experienced very little. During Focus Group 

1, some students explained that the 1,000-word essay they prepared in this course was the 

first time they had written 1,000 words in any language. However, others, especially those 

who had completed the International Baccalaureate (IB) program, had been required to 

produce lengthier pieces of written work, averaging around 1,500 words per assignment and 

up to 4,000 words across a variety of subjects.  

In relation to writing, students described a distinction between academic writing and 

other genres. One participant described being taught only creative writing previously and 
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discussed his view that “the language is different, always different, and even making claims 

and arguments, that was really important to me” (Deacon, Kenya). Another described their 

experiences with writing in relation to being prepared for the IELTS exam, but “not to use it 

any other time in my life” (Tana, Zimbabwe). Students from Oman explained that the writing 

structures learned in this course were similar to those they had already learned in the past. 

In general, the participants in Focus Group 2 showed less overall experience. I asked 

the students whether they now write in English more often than they wrote in English in their 

home country. Ten students answered the question, three saying it is about the same, three 

saying they wrote a little bit in their country, but a lot more in Australia, and four stating that 

they only wrote in English for the purposes of IELTS preparation and testing. These results 

indicate that only three students were now experiencing similar levels of writing in English as 

they had in their home country. Seven of the students (70%) described writing more in 

Australia or only having written in English for the purpose of completing the IELTS exam. 

Critical Thinking 

As was seen in the literature review, the construct of critical thinking is open to 

multiple definitions. Students were not asked to define the construct; instead, they were asked 

about their previous experiences of critical thinking in order to gauge what they believed it to 

comprise. In both focus groups, the prevailing view emerged that critical thinking was 

external to the student. It appears that the participants held the view that critical thinking is an 

action, something that could be obtained/learned and not something inherent or that they 

already possessed before coming to Australia. For example, Akram (Uzbekistan) stated 

simply, “I didn't experience the critical thinking before coming to Australia”. 

Some students connected the construct of critical thinking to an outcome or a process 

they needed to follow. For example, Bruce (Malaysia) stated that it was important for him to 

learn critical thinking in my class because: 
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Where I came from, we didn't have much of those, actually coming [here] and 

experiencing how do I achieve critical thinking … [benefits us]. From where I came 

from high school basically was just what you learn is what you are excel in, you're not 

required to think additional. You have to follow certain rules, and that's about it. The 

teachers … give you this topic, [they ask you to] think about it, they didn't check with 

that. I believe that if anyone want to achieve anything, that's through that critical 

thinking moment. 

Sam (Taiwan) shared this view, explaining that: 

Actually, I had no experience before I come to here for critical thinking. I have no idea 

as to how to start critical thinking, you can teach us how to start critical thinking, take 

more example, take more of your lessons. 

Sam also wrote about this experience in a homework task, stating the following: 

Before I came here I have never heard about critical thinking it is a new skill I learn in 

Australia. I think in my country we only have to learn the right answer of the question 

not what we think about it so this is a really sad thing because all we do is remember 

the right answer maybe because of the culture so we never learned about this concept 

but I think we have to change our ways of teaching English in school not just make 

people to remember the only one right answer by using critical thinking skill. 

Finally, Aiko from Japan explained her anxiety with learning about critical thinking, 

stating that “it is hard for me, because I had never learned about critical thinking. So I 

sometimes get confused. Everything is new for me. I don’t know that my question is correct 

for critical thinking.” 

It is clear that these students are struggling to ascertain what they need to do to 

demonstrate critical thinking, therefore equating it with an action or output. It is possible that 

this is linked to the requirement for these students to complete a critical thinking presentation 
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as an assessment task, and I wondered whether it would be different if the learning was not 

attached to a stressful assignment. This was a question that I pondered often during this 

research process. 

Other students were able to recognise that, although they had not been formally taught 

critical thinking, they had indeed experienced it. Althea (Antigua and Barbuda) explained that 

she did not have “much experience in critical thinking, but I have done it. It was never taught 

to me, but I still used it to some extent in not only my academic career but also throughout 

different aspect[s] of my life.” This experience was also described by Kai (China) in the 

following story: 

Two days ago, my father sent me a video, the video says that China has already 

researched the vaccine of Corona virus. At the first time I was doubting that, because is 

much faster than I can imagine, and also almost half our news are doubtable. So, I 

decided to check it online, I went to our government website to make a research. At the 

same time, I figure out I was doing critical thinking is kind of funny cause I just have 

this good habit and I don’t even know. Also, the outcome is the new[s] is true, China do 

have the vaccine now and Chinese government already planning to input the vaccine 

into some volunteer. That is the last time [I] am using critical thinking. (Homework 

Task, Week 4, p. 5) 

Students also appeared to view critical thinking as having a keen relationship with 

research. They explained having had limited research practice, leading to their own perceived 

lack of critical thinking. However, others described having already experienced critical 

thinking in their previous studies. Again, they linked it to tangible actions such as conducting 

research. Only one student explained having undertaken analysis. The limited research 

experience was described by Bruce (Malaysia) – and eliciting many nodded heads from his 

fellow participants – as: 
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… just anywhere online, you just key in your topic in Google or somewhere else, and 

then the first reference which pops us we will use that. Whether it's dot.com, we just 

use it. The teacher didn't say much, because it was high school. Here you need actual 

references to achieve, do more research. But then in my case high school didn't actually 

have to reference a lot, you just write what you think. I think that's the biggest 

difference. 

In the literature review, I discussed my contention that the constructs of academic 

writing and critical thinking are interrelated. Two students affirmed this connection by 

making the following statements: Ricky (Taiwan) explained that “because you always told 

me with critical thinking … I needed to express more knowledge, but sometimes I think I 

don’t know enough knowledge [to] say what I want to say”. Further, Mikhal (Philippines) 

made the following connection: 

I think just instilling research into us is very important, especially personally as like an 

international student, critical thinking is such an integral part of surviving university. 

For me, I don't really know how to critically think deeply, because my language only is 

so big. I don't really know much stuff yet, even though I think I do. It's a wide 

spectrum, and you have so much to learn, and I'm still having a difficult time 

connecting ideas. Yes, I think just practicing a bit more critical thinking would be good. 

This shows that the students perceived lack of existing knowledge and vocabulary as an 

impediment to their ability to express what they were thinking, thus demonstrating that 

critical thinking and academic communication were considered to be important interrelated 

concepts. 

Citations and Repetition 

In order to plan the course for Trimester 1, 2020, I asked the students in Focus Group 

1 what they had found beneficial now they had almost completed the course. One teaching 
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approach I have used in the past is to ask students to write and edit citations regularly in 

class. Students are given source materials and asked to write the citation as they would use it 

in a written piece of work. In total, students attending all classes would write and edit in 

excess of 45 citations. This approach was mentioned as a positive method by the focus group 

participants. 

… it's like a proven method since were young, like your A B C D E, over and over. 

Now we're just doing it at a larger scale, but then the result is still equal where if you 

hear it more than five times it'll stay. For the next time that I have to write an essay, I 

don't have to be like, how do I cite this, it will just my knowledge be like, what's the 

author, publication date, page, and it's all done. (Deacon, Kenya) 

Mikhal (Philippines) had taken this course in the previous trimester (Trimester 2, 

2019) and also wanted to attend the focus group. His comments provided somewhat of a 

validation of the course outcomes, as he had subsequently gone on to use the content during 

his courses in Trimester 3, 2019. In relation to this approach, he also affirmed its usefulness, 

stating the following:  

[Having] taken this course before … I think a lot of the content that you taught me 

remained, especially because we did it so much, over and over again in class. I found 

that very helpful, and it stuck to me like second nature.… like I hated it, but it worked. 

The results were there. Honestly, I have survived this long by just winging it, I didn't 

know how I was doing it. 

Mikhal’s comments are describing a phenomenon that I have observed in the past – 

that students can remain quite unaware of the correct academic writing approaches but find 

ways to work around this in order to do enough to complete their courses. It speaks of surface 

learning and a feeling of not having enough instruction in the fine elements of academic 

writing. 
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Finally, as the students in Focus Group 1 had now completed the course, they had 

been exposed to alternative research approaches, critical thinking, and journal articles. I 

asked their thoughts about these topics and Tana (Zimbabwe) expressed a desire to write her 

own journal article in the future, stating that: 

It's interesting to conduct things, what you do in conducting research and just writing 

the other views. Before I thought that everything was fixed, it was one way, there is 

only one way. But then now I see that there is always new research, new development, 

and maybe I can write something about that. 

Journal Articles 

During the course, students are exposed to a large amount of academic journal 

articles. After being taught about the purpose and structure of journal articles, students are 

then required to analyse an article in a group of two. The template they complete appears in 

Appendix E. Once students have performed this analysis, they then present their findings to 

the class. Their classmates listen to the presentation but are also given the front page of the 

journal article to review. They are required to write the citation for each article and, at the end 

of the presentation, to draft a series of questions they have about the article, its content, its 

structure, or any other question they may have. This process ensures that students deeply 

understand one journal article during the course and are exposed to approximately 10-12 

more through listening to the presentations of their classmates. This interaction with journal 

articles emerged as a theme in the focus group. Students explained learning how to dissect 

and “speed read” an article, using Boolean searching to locate suitable sources, and the 

overall usefulness of the instruction they had received. This is reflected in the following 

statements: 

Using more so journal articles, and not just any text, not just this site from the Internet, 

which looks like a good article, but with assessing the source, whether it's reliable. At 
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the end it's using journal articles. But then you taught us that every paragraph, the first 

sentence basically tells you what that paragraph is about. We kind of just had to take 

the perception that made it so much easier to know where to take the information from, 

because you wouldn’t have to read either the literature review of a journal article, or the 

methodology, you maybe go straight to the discussion, or even just use the abstract. 

(Deacon, Kenya) 

 

 

Preliminary Course Design  

After conducting Focus Group 1 I used these insights to adjust the course for delivery 

in Trimester 1, 2020. I also used literature to guide my thinking, particularly the academic 

literacies approach and Larsson’s (2017) critical thinking model. The course workbook was 

adjusted to add more critical thinking examples and activities and two handouts were created 

for students to use (see Appendices E and F). The course workbook was redesigned to expose 

students to Larsson’s model in order, starting with description and ending in identifying 

contradiction. Adjustments were also made to the assessment tasks to allow students access to 

more options to choose from and tasks were added that would enable students to connect with 

their cultural background and lived experiences.  

Skill Mapping 

Once the rubrics were developed and used, I realised that in order to perform well in 

Rubric B, a significant amount of prior learning would be needed. As I explored this mapping 

process, it became clear that each step in Larsson’s (2017) model, when transferred into 

assessing writing, requires a set of specific writing skills. In addition, each step also requires 

that the student attains the skills required of the step before. Thus, to attain high grades in 
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each criterion, a student would need to possess pre-existing mastery of a lengthy set of 

moderate- to high-level English writing skills. Brainstorming of these skills is demonstrated 

in Table 20; however, it should be noted that this represents a brainstorm process only and 

there are likely to be more necessary skills than are listed.  

Based on these insights, I now understood that a course that exists to teach students 

how to effectively document their critical thoughts needs to comprise (at a basic level) all of 

the elements listed under each writing type (as indicated by the arrows). Therefore, in order 

for my course to successfully meet the needs of students, I needed to provide them with either 

reinforcement of these ideas – if they had already mastered them – or new instruction in each 

element. As was shown in the focus group sessions, my classes demonstrate considerable 

diversity. They include students who have had experience writing lengthy pieces of work in 

different genres, but also those who have only written in English for the purposes of 

completing the IELTS test. This makes this undertaking an incredibly difficult task. This 

exercise illustrated to me just how much mastery is required in order to demonstrate strong 

levels of critical thinking in written format. It left me wondering how many students (both 

domestic and international) would enter university with the requisite level of literacy and how 

many would exit the tertiary education system possessing them. It also made me deeply 

question what we as educators expect from students and whether we are actively and 

systematically nurturing each required writing skill, before requiring students to use each 

skill to complete assessments. It really did make me consider that the comment “honestly, I 

have survived this long by just winging it” (Mikhal, Philippines) may be applicable to many 

more students who engage with tertiary education. 

Based on this realisation, I decided to map the required skills against the existing 

design of the course. The results of this mapping appear in Table 20. As can be seen, some 

skills are taught and practised effectively whilst others I either assumed the students would 
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already possess or did not have the time to integrate. This was frustrating, but made sense 

given the limited timeframe of the course, the extensive skills required, and the assessment 

burden placed on the students. At this point, a choice had to be made between teaching 

students step-by-step to develop each skill or providing them with the time and effort 

required to complete their assessments. I felt the burden of assessment and although the 

assessments were designed to demonstrate the necessary skills, there was no space to add the 

other skills that would be important for the students to be able to demonstrate their critical 

thinking as effectively as they could. Overall, this was an insightful yet frustrating endeavour 

as it became evident that this is a huge task that cannot be accomplished quickly or easily. 
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Table 20 

Rubric B Mapped to the Skills Required for Successful Attainment of Each Level of Writing 

 Excellent performance High performance Reasonable performance Base level Underperformance 

 

 

WRITING TYPE A: 

 

WRITTEN 

DESCRIPTION 

Comprehensive 

description is presented 
which enables someone 

unfamiliar with the 

topic to thoroughly 

understand it without 

any areas of omission 

 

 

All key points are 

described using 
appropriate 

vocabulary  

 

Description enables 

someone unfamiliar with 

the topic to develop a 

workable understanding 

which requires only 

minor additions in order 

to be thorough  

 

Many key points are 

described using 
appropriate 

vocabulary  

 

Some key points are 

missing; however, the 

description presents a 

reasonable picture of 

the topic/source  

 

  

 

A small number of 

elements of the 
topic/source are 

described using a 

limited amount of 

vocabulary which is 

mostly suitable for 

purpose  

 

A number of key points 

are missing, and this 

impedes description 

and reader 

understanding  

 

No description is 

provided 
 

and/or 

 

Description is too short or 

lacking in descriptive 

detail to assess  

 

To enable this aspect of writing to be produced, students need to be taught: 
- Basic sentence structure 

- Requisite vocabulary needed to successfully identify the items they are required to write about 
- Descriptive vocabulary (adjectives) 
- Tenses 
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WRITING TYPE B: 

 

PERSONAL 

CONNECTION 

 

(INTERNAL) 

Students are able to use 

the topic to question 

their own 

opinions/experiences 

and/or personal values 

 

Students can 

demonstrate a 

connection with 

their own 

underlying values  

 
 

Personal pronouns, 

comparative and 

contrastive vocabulary 

are used appropriately 

to articulate the 

connection 

 

Students can 

demonstrate a 

connection with 

their own 

experience/s 

 

Personal pronouns and 

comparative vocabulary 

are used appropriately to 

articulate the connection 

One aspect of the topic 

is discussed in relation 

to the student’s own 

opinions  

 

Personal pronouns are 
used appropriately to 

articulate the 

connection  

 

No personal connection 

is made 

 

In addition to the requirements of Writing Type A, to enable this aspect of writing to be produced, students need to be taught: 
- Personal pronouns 
- Comparative vocabulary and phrasing 
- Contrastive vocabulary and phrasing 

- Use of emotive language 

 

 
WRITING TYPE C: 

 

IDENTIFYING 

IMPLICATIONS AND 

CONSEQUENCES 

 

(EXTERNAL) 

 

Consequences/ 

implications are 

identified and are 

connected to more than 

one context  

 
Logical connections 

are always made 

 

 

More than one 

consequence/ 

implication is 

identified, and an 

explanation is given of 

the logic behind the 
decision 

 

Frequent, correct use 

of connectives 

 

 

Identifies the 

consequence and 

explains some logic 

behind arriving at 

this consequence 

 
One or two 

connectives are used 

to link ideas 

together  

 

A brief articulation of 

one possible 

consequence (beyond 

self) is made  

 

 
 

 

No implications and 

consequences are 

identified 

 

Connectives are not 

used to make links 
between the source and 

the broader 

consequences  

 

In addition to the requirements of Writing Type A and B, to enable this aspect of writing to be produced, students need to be taught: 
- Explanatory writing 
- Connective words and phrases 

- Logical, sequential writing (systematicity) 
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WRITING TYPE D: 

 

CRAFTING A 

CONCLUSION  

A conclusion is 

articulated and 

thoroughly explained 

or justified, using 

suitable evidence 

 
 

The conclusion is 

clearly argued and the 

reader would be 

convinced by the 

argument 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated or justified 

using multiple pieces 

of suitable evidence 

 

 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated and 

explained or 

justified using one 

piece of suitable 

evidence 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated but no 

evidence is used to 

explain or justify the 

position  

 

No conclusion is 

presented 

 

In addition to the requirements of Writing Type A, B, and C, to enable this aspect of writing to be produced, students need to be taught: 
- Argumentative writing 

- Use of evidence, including appropriate academic writing conventions 

 

 
WRITING TYPE E: 

 

CONTRADICTION 

The overall meaning 

or implication of the 

contradiction is 

explored 

 

A contradiction is 

identified and more 

than one example 

from the source is 

explored and used to 

support it 

 

A contradiction is 

identified and an 

example from the 

source is used to 

support it 

 

A contradiction is 

identified but not 

explored  

 

No contradiction is 

identified  

 

In addition to the requirements of Writing Type A, B, C, and D, to enable this aspect of writing to be produced, students need to be taught: 
- Exploratory writing 
- Use of examples 
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Table 21 

Comparison of Required Skills With Teaching Assumptions and Course Content 

Required writing skill I implicitly assumed students already 

had this skill and therefore did not 

explicitly teach it 

Explicitly taught in my 

course 

Basic sentence structure  ✓  

Requisite vocabulary needed 

to successfully identify the 

items they are required to 

write about 

✓   

Descriptive vocabulary and 

adjectives 

✓  ✓  

Tenses ✓   

Personal pronouns ✓   

Comparative writing ✓   

Contrastive writing ✓   

Questioning   ✓  

Use of emotive language  ✓  

Explanatory writing ✓   

Connective words and phrases  ✓  

Logical/sequential writing 

(systematicity) 

 ✓  

Argumentative writing  ✓  

Persuasive language ✓   

Use of evidence including 

appropriate academic writing 

conventions 

 ✓  

Exploratory writing ✓   

Effective use of examples ✓   

Final Approach: Content 

The overarching research question is: Does the integrated teaching of critical thinking 

and academic writing influence international students’ engagement and learning? Therefore, it 

is important to explain how I conducted my sessions and what impact that had on the 
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students. As I persevered with the research, I settled on a structure that would give the most 

value to the students (see Appendix F). Based on the focus group output and the assessment 

of the critical thinking task responses, I identified that students enter my program with some 

ability to think critically. In fact, many enter with strong ability to do so. However, a 

significant number have difficulties expressing each stage of critical thinking to a sufficient 

written standard. I therefore designed a program that used this as a basis. I realised that I did 

not have to teach students how to think: I had to teach them to recognise the thinking they 

were already doing and how to effectively write about what they are thinking. In my research 

journal I wrote:  

CT instruction is turning on a light. The power is there but the light isn’t on. (Research 

Journal, Week 1, p. 4) 

My research journal shows that I began the trimester by asking myself the question, 

“What is my job?” The answer I gave myself at the time was to prepare them to be able to 

express their ideas in a complete manner (Research Journal, Week 2, p. 2). Throughout the 

course I was conscious of my commitment to Lea and Street’s (1998, 2006) academic 

literacies foundation and my journal notes that, at times, I struggled to reconcile how I could 

enable a student centred approach whilst also giving the students the necessary tools they will 

be required to use at university. This challenge was shown in the following notation: 

It is hard to talk about rules while also allowing freedom of thought. I vocalised that I 

want to work with them on how they like to write [in order] to prepare for university but 

I needed to find a way to allow them into that picture, e.g., to prepare you for how you 

like to write, to be confident in expressing your ideas clearly rather than rules of uni. 

(Research Journal, Week 1, p. 3) 

I started to think in terms of what I described as “negotiable and non-negotiable” 

aspects of tertiary writing, determining that non-negotiables (writing inclusions that must be 
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learned correctly) were aspects such as sentence structure, citations, quotes, and paraphrasing. 

Thus, to effectively meet student needs, I had to design lessons that were based on the core 

skills they would need in order to be successful in a tertiary environment, whilst also 

encouraging self-belief that would allow students to be confident to develop their own style of 

writing.  

Research Journal 

As I worked through each lesson, I compiled a research journal. I used NVIVO to 

code the journal and found that I was primarily writing about five main topics: 

• The teaching methods I was using and how effective they were; 

• The use of questions in the classroom; 

• The cross-disciplinary nature of academic literacy; 

• Time constraints; and 

• Building student confidence.  

Reflections on Process 

My research journal reflects that the overall teaching approach favoured systematicity. 

Each session began with introducing a topic and defining and exploring relevant key words 

and phrases. After a short explanation of the content, including the importance it holds in the 

wider context of university study, I then encouraged students to explore, practise, and 

collaborate, using active learning strategies and a course workbook to support learning. I 

modelled how to take a systematic approach to learning, and to the written construction of 

work. For example, the essay task comprised a multi-step approach to construction and 

fostered development of thinking over time. However, I also struggled with how to order the 

topics effectively due to the interrelated nature of the elements of academic communication. 

Each non-negotiable topic was learned in class through the repetitive process that was 

discussed in the focus groups and students completed tasks in their workbook to practise what 
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they were learning. My journal indicates that the workbook was an important teaching tool, as 

students were able to use it to collaborate with each other and were often observed showing 

each other their answers and using it to orient late students to where we were up to. I wrote:  

workbook has a vitally important role to play in this course – it is a reminder, 

confirmation that they are on the right track and gives them confidence in small pieces 

that they can achieve the goals of the course. (Research Journal, Week 4, p. 12) 

My journal also confirms that I used a strong scaffolding aspect to my teaching 

practice. I discussed the need to use templates and to start with simple questions to enable 

engagement (Research Journal, Week 5, p. 14). To describe my approach, I wrote pick it 

apart to put it back together and break down article into its component parts, explain the 

whys (Research Journal, Week 2, p. 10). I also documented giving students a series of words 

(truth, true, research, scientist, evidence, student, facts, opinions, academic, doctor, peer 

review) and asking them to draw a diagram connecting each idea. To further enhance 

learning, I provided students with two handouts (see Appendices F and G), one to use as a 

reminder of key critical thinking terminology and the second to access appropriate language 

with which to express their critical thinking. Overall, my research journal indicates that these 

methods worked well to engage students and enhance learning. 

Responding to Questions and Building Confidence 

The topics that I considered could be approached with more freedom to respect 

students’ perspectives and the building of a unique author identity were also taught using the 

workbook and involved discussion, feedback, and group work. I designed workbook activities 

that asked questions such as, Who is the author? and How would you write the citation for 

this source? along with questions allowing more freedom, such as What is your opinion? and 

What do you think?  
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As discussed previously, students completed an assessment requiring them to work in 

a group of two to explore a journal article. (The template they were required to complete 

appears in Appendix D). In my research journal I noted that it took most groups at least 1.5 – 

2 hours to complete this task and many experienced problems understanding questions and 

articulating their thoughts. I gave each pairing feedback and often wrote that more detail was 

needed in their answers. I noted that students had trouble correctly answering questions – not 

that their answers were wrong but that they were not following the instructions asked in the 

question (at least not in the way I perceived they should be answered). For example, students 

often did not write in their own words and some skipped the questions requiring them to 

express agreement and disagreement. In contrast, the non-negotiable, “right or wrong” 

questions, such as “what kind of source is this?”, “name and year of source”, “authors’ 

names”, “citation”, and “writing a quote” were answered by all students. 

The way I asked the students questions was mentioned a few times in my research 

journal; for example, a question about an article’s research method and sample required the 

students to respond to the question, “Where did they come from?”. I noted that students were 

misinterpreting the question to mean country of origin, not the actual location of the research 

sample, despite the question being clearly located in the series of questions about research 

method. I also noticed this issue during other sessions; for example, the students were given 

the question, “How do you write the citation if you wanted to use this article in your work?” 

and a student asked me the intent of the question. He thought he needed to describe how to 

develop a citation, not actually write one. Further, the students were asked to “highlight the 

first line of each paragraph and then read only those lines”. A different student asked for 

clarity, asking me if the phrase “first line” meant the sentence. In relation to this issue, I wrote 

the following notations in my research journal: 
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This shows that we have to be meticulous in how we ask questions if we want good 

outcomes. We have to consider our own academic literacy and challenge it to adapt to 

them, not them to us. Questions have to start with extreme clarity. No ambiguity. Every 

word explored. (Research Journal, Week 1, p. 4) 

I also noted that students appeared to be: 

Constrained by fear of [their] own opinion and being wrong. They want the “right” 

answer. [For example] I told them to choose any company but this is very hard. They 

want to know which one to choose. They don’t seem to trust themselves. They need 

courage and self-belief and to trust their own ideas. (Research Journal, Week 1, p. 4) 

This was affirmed by Hong (China) who wrote the following in his reflection: 

Online teaching makes me feel very relaxed and more serious. First of all, we don’t 

need to talk but communication with the teacher, so we won’t be embarrassed because 

of our wrong answers…. Online learning is a good way for me to avoid my shyness. 

Others can complete speeches or other tasks without seeing me. (Reflection, Week 9, p. 1) 

Cross-Disciplinary Academic Literacy 

During the time that I was conducting this research I was also teaching other classes in 

a different content area. This gave me insight into the needs of those students and how 

academic literacy issues presented in those classes. I noted a theme in my research journal of 

the need for collaboration between different faculty areas to embed academic literacy in the 

work we were doing across the institution. I wrote:  

We can’t make rules about “two quotes only” or “no quotes, only paraphrases” because 

that disempowers students from experimenting and trying. If you’ve been learning to master 

the quotation [in an academic literacy course] and then I [in a different course] place more 

restrictions on you, that will impede your learning. (Research Journal, Week 1, p. 3) 
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It is easier to have the thought than write about it. We need to consider what we are 

rewarding – the thought or the expression. What is fair? How do we do it? (Research 

Journal, Week 1, p. 6) 

[In] other classes – so hard because I’m trying to teach writing within the course as 

well as course materials – I’m trying to do two things at once and it’s not easy. It is 

because the foundation isn’t here. (Research Journal, Week 2, p. 10) 

Perhaps the most telling comment I made about this issue was: 

International education is not just for international students. You can’t solve the 

problem by sending students away to be taught to “correct” their communication. 

Communication and learning this language is about all of us learning together. All 

disciplines should be teaching the words and expressions that are needed for all 

students to thrive. We need to stop punishing [the students] by not using the words and 

phrases we think are necessary. They don’t have the language building blocks. 

(Research Journal, Week 5, p. 15) 

Time 

Time appeared as a consistent theme in my journal. I often documented waiting for 

students to complete work and my personal frustrations and feelings about this. This appeared 

especially relevant after teaching began taking place online. For example, during the student-

led critical thinking assessment the presenting students were required to introduce two “words 

of the week”. The remaining class members were then asked to write down the definition of 

each word and to write each word in a sentence. I noted that students were highly engaged in 

these aspects of the class (as had also been the case in the classroom) but that it was time 

consuming to wait for students to complete their work and that this became even more evident 

online. Whilst in physical classes, students would share their sentences orally; however, in 

online sessions students were reluctant to share and preferred instead to send their sentences 
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to me in “private chat” for feedback. In my journal I wrote: this is time consuming – needs 

time investments and teacher patience to let students produce meaningful answers. Overall, 

my insight in relation to the issue of time and student output was as follows:  

The cues that we look for in domestic students that show they are 

listening/understanding etc are not the same in international students. The cues are 

quieter and still lead me, every trimester, to believe that students are not learning and 

thinking when in fact they are, very much. (Research Journal, Week 1, p. 5) 

Outcomes 

The final research question was Sub-Question 3: How do international students 

represent their critical thoughts in writing after the teaching investment? To assess the 

outcomes of the course, I conducted a comparison of the results from the teacher-designed 

critical thinking task that was completed in Week 2 and a reflection written as part of the mid-

trimester exam in Week 9. (This was a departure from my intended use of a second critical 

thinking task and occurred due to the difficulties presented with online teaching and student 

attendance.)  

Reflection 

To complete this task, students were asked to write a reflection about the differences 

between undertaking the course in the classroom and online. Students were given a template 

that they had used previously during classes, which comprised three named sections: 

description, emotion and learning, and future planning. The question appears in Appendix H 

and was designed to clearly scaffold the structure I was anticipating in the response. 

A total of 18 students completed this question, with an average number of 302.91 

words per response. The average number of words written in the description and 

emotion/learning paragraphs were similar (116.61 and 115.83 respectively). However, the 

average number of words written in the future planning paragraph equalled only 86.94, 
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indicating that perhaps students were less able to consider how what they had learned would 

be applicable in the future. I then applied Rubric A and B to the students’ work.  

Rubric A Results 

As is seen in Table 22, no student failed to meet any of the critical thinking criteria. 

All students were able to connect to the question using their own opinions/experiences or 

values and nine students (50%) were able to discuss the external implications (despite not 

being explicitly asked to do so). Overall, 11 students (61.1%) were able to articulate their own 

argument in relation to the topic. 

In comparison with the critical thinking task, 66.6% of the class were able to create a 

basic description; however, 100% were able to make a personal connection with the question 

and 66.1% could craft an overall argument in relation to the topic. These were increases of 

25% and 26.1% respectively. As the task did not specifically outline a contradiction, I was not 

expecting students to discuss one and this was the case in the work samples they produced. 

The implications of these results will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 
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Table 22 

Rubric A: Critical Thinking Results and Comparison With Critical Thinking Task  (n = 18) 

    Base level  

The student can 

locate a 

contradiction in 

the source 

materials/topic 

The student can 

articulate their 

own overall 

argument in 

relation to the 

source 

materials/topic 

The student can 

consider the 

broader 

implications 

and/or 

consequences 

of the source 

material/topic 

The student can 

relate to the 

source 

materials/topic 

using their own 

personal 

opinions, 

experiences, 

values, and/or 

perspectives 

The student is 

able to describe 

the general 

contents of the 

source 

materials/topic 

No criteria are 

met 

0 students 11 students 9 students 18 students 12 students 0 students 

0%              

(40% 

reduction) 

61.1%    

(26.1% 

increase) 

50%   

(remained the 

same) 

100%        

(25% increase) 

66.6%    

(23.4% 

reduction) 

0%              

(5% reduction) 

 

Rubric B Results 

When I applied Rubric B to the writing samples, a variety of results became apparent. 

I will summarise the most significant results below, before discussing the implications of 

these results in the following chapter. 

Table 23 outlines the results students attained in Writing Type A: Description. The 

table illustrates that no significant differences occurred at the underperformance, high 

performance, or excellent levels of the rubric. However, fewer students attained the base level 

of performance because more moved up into the level of reasonable performance. 
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Table 23 

Rubric B: Writing Type A: Description (n = 18) 

Excellent 

performance 

High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance 

Comprehensive 

description is 

presented which 

enables someone 

unfamiliar with the 

topic to thoroughly 

understand it 

without any areas 

of omission 

 

All key points 

are described 

using 

appropriate 

vocabulary  

 

Description 

enables someone 

unfamiliar with 

the topic to 

develop a 

workable 

understanding 

which requires 

only minor 

additions in order 

to be thorough 

Many key 

points are 

described 

using 

appropriate 

vocabulary  

 

Some key points 

are missing; 

however, the 

description 

presents a 

reasonable picture 

of the topic/source 

A small 

number of 

elements of the 

topic/source are 

described using 

a limited 

amount of 

vocabulary 

which is mostly 

suitable for 

purpose  

 

A number of key 

points are 

missing, and this 

impedes 

description and 

reader 

understanding 

No description is 

provided 

 

and/or 

 

Description is too 

short or lacking in 

descriptive detail to 

assess 

0 students 1 student 9 students 2 students 0 students 

Remained the same 5.5%               

(.5% increase) 

50%                 

(15% increase) 

11.1%        

(18.9% reduction) 

0%              

(remained the 

same) 

 

As description is the basis of Larsson’s (2017) model, and as this had been a focus of 

the course, I have chosen to briefly discuss how well the students wrote their description. As 

noted in the question, students were specifically asked to use the first paragraph to describe 

four aspects of their learning experience – their classroom, their teacher, what classes are like 

on campus, and what they are like online. The results appear in Appendix I, Table 1 in which 

it can be seen that although students were crafting written description, relatively small 

numbers of students described specifically what the instructions required. Describing the 

classroom was completed by just over half the students whilst only 39% of students attempted 

to describe their teacher and what on-campus classes are like. (Some students interpreted the 
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teacher question to mean they should describe their teachers [plural] and these responses have 

been counted although they do not represent strictly a correct answer to the question.) In total, 

only three students described what classes were like online.  

In relation to the students’ ability to make a personal connection with the topic, the 

results are similar to those of descriptive writing. Table 24 shows that no significant 

differences occurred at the underperformance, high performance, or excellent levels of the 

rubric. However, fewer students attained the base level of performance as a significant 

number moved up into the level of reasonable performance. 
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Table 24 

Rubric B: Writing Type B: Personal Connection (Internal) (n = 18) 

Excellent performance High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance 

Students are able to 

use the topic to 

question their own 

opinions/experiences 

and/or personal 

values 

 

Students can 

demonstrate 

a connection 

with their 

own 

underlying 

values  

 
Personal 

pronouns, 

comparative 

and contrastive 

vocabulary are 

used 

appropriately 

to articulate the 

connection 

 

 

Students can 

demonstrate a 

connection 

with their own 

experience/s 

13 students 

(72.2%) 

 
 

Personal 

pronouns and 

contrastive 

vocabulary 

are used 

appropriately 

to articulate 

the 

connection 

14 students 

(77.7%) 

One aspect of 

the topic is 

discussed in 

relation to the 

student’s own 

opinions  

4 students 

(22.2%) 
 

Personal 

pronouns are 

used 

appropriately 

to articulate 

the 

connection  

3 students 

(16.6%) 

No personal 

connection is 

made 

 

0 students 1 student   0 students 

0%        (Remained the 

same) 

5.5%                   

(.5% increase) 

(Increases of 47.2% 

and 52.7%) 

(Decreases of 

42.8% and 

43.4%) 

0%              

(Remained the 

same) 

 

The results of the assessment of students’ ability to make a connection beyond 

themselves (external) are similar to the results in the first two categories. Table 25 notes that 

the results in the excellent category remained the same; however, gains were made in relation 

to the high-performance category. Students were less likely to be graded at lower levels and 

more likely to have increased their performance. Underperformance recorded one anomaly, 

with 15% more students failing on this occasion to discuss an external implication or 

consequence. This could be attributed to not being specifically asked to do so in the question, 

in comparison with the critical thinking ncept task in which they were. 
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Table 25 

Rubric B: Writing Type C: Identifying Implications and Consequences (External) (n = 18) 

Excellent 

performance 

High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance 

Consequences/ 

implications 

are identified 

and are 

connected to 

more than one 

context  

 
Logical 

connections 

are always 

made 

 

More than one 

consequence/implication 

is identified, and an 

explanation is given of 

the logic behind the 

decision 

4 students 

(22.2%) 
 

Frequent, correct use of 

connectives 

3 students 

(16.6%) 

 

 

 

 

Identifies the 

consequence 

and explains 

some logic 

behind 

arriving at 

this 

consequence 
3 students 

(16.6%) 

 

 

One or two 

connectives 

are used to 

link ideas 

together  

4 students 

(22.2%) 

 

A brief 

articulation 

of one 

possible 

consequence 

(beyond 

self) is made  

2 students 
(11.1%) 

 

 

 

 

No implications 

and 

consequences are 

identified 

 

Connectives are 

not used to make 

links between the 
source and the 

broader 

consequences  

 

0 students    9 students 

0%    (Remained 

the same) 

(Increases of 22.2% and 

16.6%) 

(Decrease of 8.4% 

and 14.2%) 

(Decrease of 

28.9%) 

(Increase of 15% 

and decrease of 

10%) 

 

Table 26 shows the results in relation to crafting a conclusion. Again, results in the 

excellent category remained the same; however, gains were made in relation to the high 

performance and reasonable performance categories. Once again, a small increase of 7.2% 

was observed in relation to students electing not to present a conclusion to their ideas. 
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Table 26 

Rubric B: Writing Type D: Crafting a Conclusion (n = 18) 

Excellent 

performance 

High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance 

A conclusion is 

articulated and 

thoroughly 

explained or 

justified, using 

suitable 

evidence 

 
 

The conclusion 

is clearly 

argued, and the 

reader would be 

convinced by 

the argument 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated or 

justified using 

multiple pieces 

of suitable 

evidence 

 

 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated and 

explained or 

justified using 

one piece of 

suitable 

evidence 

 

A conclusion is 

articulated but 

no evidence is 

used to explain 

or justify the 

position  

 

No conclusion is 

presented 

 

0 students 6 students 7 students 1 student 4 students 

0%            

(remained the 

same) 

33.3%                      

(increase of 

33.3%) 

38.8%            

(increase of 28.8%) 

5.55% (decrease 

of 69.45%) 

22.2%       

(increase of 7.2%) 

 

Finally, the contradiction element of the rubric (Table 27) demonstrated that no 

student identified a contradiction. This was a significant decrease when compared with the 

critical thinking task. However, it must be noted that the critical thinking task was specifically 

designed to illustrate a contradiction and students were specifically asked to identify one, 

whereas in this second task any contradiction would have had to originate from the students’ 

own analysis of their experiences and, as it was not specifically requested that they discuss 

one, I was not expecting to see the students write about any. 
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Table 27 

Rubric B: Writing Type E: Identifying a Contradiction (n = 18) 

Excellent 

performance 

High performance Reasonable 

performance 

Base level Underperformance 

The overall 

meaning or 

implication of 

the 

contradiction is 

explored 

 

A contradiction is 

identified and 

more than one 

example from the 

source is 

explored and 

used to support it 

A contradiction 

is identified and 

an example 

from the source 

is used to 

support it 

 

A 

contradiction 

is identified 

but not 

explored  

 

No contradiction 

is identified  

 

0 students 0 students 0 students 0 students 18 students 

0%          

(remained the 

same) 

0%              

(remained the same) 

0%                

(decrease of 20%) 

0%        

(decrease of 

15%) 

100%        

(increase of 35%) 

 

In summary, this chapter has summarised the variety of results gained as a result of the 

extensive data collection and analysis process. Significantly, the results of the second 

assessment of student work show that the course resulted in a number of important 

improvements in student work. Students increased their ability to think critically in relation to 

creating an argument and making a personal connection to source material. In addition, 

students demonstrated measurable success in developing their academic writing, especially in 

crafting conclusions, making personal connections, and identifying implications and 

consequences. Some gains were also made in relation to descriptive writing but decreases in 

this area also need to be explored.  

The following chapter will add more detailed analysis to these results. It will explore 

each research question and explain how the data addressed the questions posed. It will outline 

the pedagogical framework that was used to generate these outcomes and will reflect on the 

theoretical implications and future contributions made by this project. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

This thesis set out to design teaching methods that would enable international students 

to best demonstrate their critical thinking and develop their academic literacy. One 

overarching research question and three sub-questions were developed, and the study drew 

upon academic literacies theory (Lea & Street, 1998, 2006) and Larsson’s (2017) critical 

thinking sequence for theoretical underpinning. This chapter will address each research 

question and connect the results with their theoretical implications. It will conclude by 

outlining the limitations of the study and possible future research directions.  

Overall Research Question: Does the Integrated Teaching of Critical Thinking and 

Academic Writing Influence International Students’ Engagement and Learning? 

The data demonstrated that the integrated teaching of critical thinking and academic 

writing impacted positively on international students’ engagement and learning. Throughout 

the study the constructs of critical thinking and academic writing were treated as both 

independent and interdependent and the results indicate that students can achieve 

demonstrable success when the concepts are taught and assessed together. This is significant 

as it may be the first study of its nature to take this theoretical approach and to generate these 

outcomes.  

The study also demonstrated that critical thinking can be assessed independently of 

academic writing. This is an important result as it demonstrates to educators that there are 

means available to make a fairer assessment of students’ thinking abilities. To do this 

effectively, educators need to be willing to separate themselves from prejudicing writing over 

thinking, a challenge that I also experienced when using Rubric A as a stand-alone means of 

assessment. This finding represents a challenge to educators to break free from the 

assumption that lower writing skills are automatically indicative of poorer thinking. 
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My research journal and the two focus groups demonstrated that students had vastly 

disparate prior writing and critical thinking experience. They viewed critical thinking as an 

action, outcome, or process that could be obtained/learned and felt it had a strong relationship 

to research. In relation to teaching approaches, the students noted a preference for repetition 

and systematic methods, such as breaking down journal articles into component parts and 

step-by-step structuring of paragraphs and essays. They were keenly engaged in active 

learning activities and appeared most engaged when asked to learn vocabulary, when 

experimenting with writing, and when seeking feedback. 

After recognising that the students did not lack the ability to think critically, I was able 

to design lessons that built on their level of thinking and the areas that needed additional 

development. Crucially, the combination of critical thinking and academic writing was 

necessary as it allowed me to work on strategies that the students could use to meaningfully 

reflect their critical thinking in a more developed written format.  

Sub-Question 1: How do International Students Represent Their Critical Thoughts in 

Writing Prior to the Teaching Investment? 

The teacher-designed critical thinking task illustrated that, prior to my teaching 

investment, the students represented their critical thinking in varying ways. By transferring 

Larsson’s (2017) model into a rubric, I was able to establish that all but one student could 

achieve at the base level of critical thinking and, even at the higher levels represented in the 

rubric, over a third of students could create an overall argument and locate a contradiction in 

the source material. This finding was not in keeping with authors who have generated 

findings that international students lack the ability to think critically (Atkinson, 1997; Lee & 

Carrasquillo, 2006) but was in keeping with authors such as Paton (2011) who observed 

strong critical thought within his research participants.  
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The use of Rubric A allowed an assessment to be made that moved beyond whether or 

not the students were thinking critically. It allowed me to assess where students were 

positioned on a continuum of critical thought, starting with the ability to describe, and ending 

with their ability to locate contradiction in source materials. Table 11 is presented again to 

demonstrate the levels of critical thinking with which students began the course. As 90% of 

students attained the base level (description) I was confident that I could work on increasing 

their skills from a known starting point. This is a positive result given that, if the model is 

indeed hierarchical, teachers could use this as a baseline from which to gauge students’ ability 

to think critically and to design classes that further build upon their capacity. 

Table 11 (Repeated) 

Rubric A: Critical Thinking Results (n = 20) 

    Base level  

The student 

can locate a 

contradiction 

in the source 

materials/topic 

The student can 

articulate their own 

overall argument in 

relation to the 

source 

materials/topic 

The student can 

consider the 

broader 

implications 

and/or 

consequences of 

the source 

material/topic 

The student can 

relate to the source 

materials/topic 

using their own 

personal opinions, 

experiences, 

values, and/or 

perspectives 

The student is 

able to describe 

the general 

contents of the 

source 

materials/topic 

No 

criteria 

are met 

8 students 7 students 10 students 15 students 18 students 1 

student 

40% 35% 50% 75% 90% 5% 

 

By designing and applying Rubric B to the critical thinking task, the study has shown 

that while the students possessed quite “high” levels of critical thought, they did so without 

the same ability to demonstrate high-level written representation of their ideas. It was 

observed that the students were often not using the words and phrases that I would expect to 

see used to take an argumentative approach or to indicate a solid conclusion. This is 

significant as, if students are assessed from a written perspective alone, it is likely that the full 
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range of their critical thinking abilities would not be adequately recognised. These findings 

reflect the arguments of Zhang (2011) and Vandermensbrugge (2004) that, rather than having 

an innate lack of ability to think and write critically, international students instead need time 

to master the requirements of Western academia. 

Sub-Question 2: How can Students’ Pre-Existing Representations of Their Critical 

Thinking be Used in the Classroom to Guide Teaching Approaches 

Teaching Investment Model 

Based on the findings from this research, I have developed a model which 

encompasses all aspects of my teaching design. Figure 6 summarises my overall pedagogical 

approach, including the content that was covered, how classes were delivered, the intersection 

between academic writing and critical thinking, and the overall philosophical position that 

underpinned my teaching design.  

Figure 6  

Teaching Investment Theoretical Model, Illustrating the Combination of Critical Thinking 

and Academic Writing, Underpinned by Academic Literacies Theory  
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Philosophy  

As demonstrated in Figure 6, the model is encircled by a teaching philosophy, which I 

have described by using the words ‘equity’ and ‘respect’ in conjunction with the phrases 

‘encouraging freedom of thought’ and ‘question assumptions, rules and obligations’. This 

layer of the model was the guide for all of my decision making and was developed based on 

the academic literacies framework. Articulating this philosophy provided a constant reminder 

of why I was conducting my classes and how I wanted to interact with the students.  

As this study was guided by the academic literacies theory (Lea & Street, 1998, 2006), 

I focused on trying to design a teaching model from a non-deficit approach. I soon realised 

that the practical design of my lessons was not the most significant outcome of this approach. 

The academic literacies theory allowed me to deeply consider the existing academic 

communication conventions and the ways in which I was interacting with them. I realised that 

the overall teaching philosophy that I used to guide my instruction was the most important 

aspect of the teaching design and that, in order to successfully teach the students, it was I, not 

they, who had to work on becoming truly academically literate. Thus, I worked hard to 

constantly challenge my own assumptions about what the students “should” already know and 

how much they “should” write and I approached each student from a position of equity, 

providing whatever was needed (no matter how “simple” it appeared) in order to assist them 

to develop their skills in the class. Throughout the 12 week research period, a series of 

techniques were also used in order to simplify content to allow students to engage with more 

complex ideas in a more equitable manner. 

 The literature review refers to a quote from Maringe and Jenkins (2015) encouraging 

research into “how to privilege difference over deficit.” After evaluating the results of the 

critical thinking task in Week 2, I learned that assessing students on entry to the course had 

allowed me to understand the unique nature of my students and just how necessary having 
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this awareness is. For example, the data illustrated that, although not lacking in critical 

thought, students preferred shorter pieces of writing that were devoid of many of the assumed 

words, phrases, and language features I was expecting (and that I perceived would equate to 

higher levels of critical thought). Despite being able to demonstrate the ability to think 

critically, a significant number of students also perceived that they lacked awareness of the 

notion of critical thinking and were anxious about not knowing how to “do” it correctly. I 

therefore invested significant time in explaining the association between thought and literary 

demonstration of thought and encouraged students to experiment with ideas and develop their 

own opinions. Aspects of this approach are reflected in the following statement: 

I just get a sense like writing the essay, because sometimes you hear academic essay, 

and it kind of scares you, this is so proper. But then you kind of broke it down in a way 

that is just, it's your own opinion backed up. It's literally whatever you want to say 

supported by an article, which made it so much easier for me personally, because I 

thought, I can say birds are not meant to fly, and as long as I have a credible source, 

that's an academic essay. It's answering the question with my own opinions and not 

anyone else's. (Deacon, Kenya) 

Despite Henderson and Hirst (2007) viewing it as a concern that they did not 

encourage students to examine their own existing literacy practices, I also became acutely 

aware that it would be manifestly unfair to expect my students to do so until they first 

understood what they were actually questioning and how to go about thinking and writing in 

an enquiring manner. Hence, my overall teaching philosophy was to accept, respect, and 

embrace the diversity of previous experience in my class and I was able to demonstrate this 

philosophy by teaching content and employing strategies that were suitable for my learners.  
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Content (What) 

Inside the model are the constructs of critical thinking and academic writing. The topics 

were taught as independent and integrated constructs, and it is helpful to understand the content 

that was delivered and why this was done. 

Teaching each topic independently, I reflected deeply on what was absolutely 

necessary for my students to learn (non-negotiables) and what was not. I identified non-

negotiable topics (such as in-text citations, deconstructing journal articles, reading abstracts, 

and writing quotations and paraphrases), as those that I considered to represent the ‘core’ of 

tertiary communication. I listened to the students in Focus Group 1 and used repetition to 

ensure that non-negotiables were learned correctly and students were developing confidence 

in their use.  

 I anchored each section of learning from what is known as ‘vocabulary depth’ 

perspective because I was aware of the necessity of building sufficient vocabulary as a 

foundation for successful engagement with education. Nation and Waring (1997) explained 

that in order to effectively understand a text, a vocabulary size of around 2,000 – 3,000 words 

is required. Though an “average well-educated” native speaker of English is believed to 

possess a vocabulary size of around 17,000 words (Goulden et al., 1990), findings in relation 

to ESL learners have shown that “the majority … did not have enough vocabulary knowledge 

and vocabulary size to use English as their second language” (p. 71). However, vocabulary 

size alone is not enough to enhance comprehension. Qian (1999) explained that vocabulary 

depth (how deeply a learner understands the words they are using) is as important as 

vocabulary size and that this need should be addressed in ESL classrooms. Thus, I assisted 

students to develop deep understanding of a set of key vocabulary by asking them to 

undertake tasks such as defining words, locating synonyms, using correct terminology, 

practising pronunciation, and using words in context. I also explained how and why each 
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word was important within the course and how students may utilise the concepts in their 

future studies. This approach is in keeping with authors such as Chen and Liu (2020) and Sen 

and Kuleli (2015) who also have demonstrated that vocabulary depth is a key factor 

influencing international students’ reading and information processing capabilities. The value 

of this approach is supported in the following statement written by Akram (Uzbekistan): 

… I felt that I became more [of a] critical thinker and it showed me the ways of 

introducing the feeling by words. Moreover, my knowledge about the meaning of each 

word became very strong and now I can differentiate the meaning of the words and use 

them where each of them are needed to be used. 

Finally, in keeping with the recommendation of Vandermensbrugghe (2004), I 

acknowledged and addressed the need for explicit instruction. I clearly explained to students 

that they were learning about academic writing during the first session of the week and critical 

thinking during the second. I reinforced concepts such as argument and forming conclusions 

by repeatedly explaining them and by exploring how they had been demonstrated in sources 

and in students’ work. I provided students with a handout (Appendix F) that deconstructed the 

term ‘critical thinking’ and I asked them to use it as a guide whenever we were engaged in a 

critical thinking class. My work therefore adds value to this area of research as these 

strategies are in keeping with research findings, but not with current educational practice. For 

example, Cáceres et al. (2020) recently found that although research favours an explicit 

approach, educators are still not explicitly teaching critical thinking in their classrooms. 

Strategy (How) 

 Strategically, each class followed a similar structure - topics were introduced, and 

core terminology defined and explored before workbook activities and active learning 

strategies were used to enable greater topic understanding. I encouraged regular, in-class 

practice and gave the students the opportunity to self-direct when and how often they received 
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feedback. Time emerged as a significant theme in my research journal and I learned to allow 

as much time as was needed to complete an activity. This sometimes meant that feedback was 

provided later, by email or in a future class, if students’ work was incomplete at the end of 

each session. Importantly, I learned to allow a significant amount of ‘silent’ class time in 

which students were able to think and write, while I busied myself with other tasks. I often 

resisted the urge to bring this time to an end when I felt that it ‘should’ conclude and instead 

allowed students’ needs to guide when this occurred. 

 A challenge I faced in my course was how to expose students to ample ideas in order 

to develop deeper thinking. It was difficult to provide students with equitable access to 

tertiary-level source materials due to the heterogeneous composition of my class and the 

inherently wordy nature of written academic sources. During the course I exposed students to 

more than 24 journal articles and, although I emphasised using abstracts and breaking down 

articles into component parts, I felt that I could not adequately expose students to critical 

ideas using a genre that is physically and intellectually complex. As a consequence, students 

demonstrated frustration and disengagement from interacting with journal articles. Thus, this 

study demonstrates that while students do have the capacity to think about complex ideas, 

they are limited by the ways in which those ideas are presented and the responses they are 

required to construct.  

Integrating Critical Thinking and Academic Writing 

The integration of the constructs of critical thinking and academic writing is 

represented in the middle of the model. In order to effectively teach students to understand the 

relationship between the constructs, I maintained the vocabulary depth approach. This enabled 

students to acquire suitable language that they could use with confidence when experimenting 

with expressing critical thoughts in writing. I then introduced connective devices to enable 

students to begin to link their ideas together more effectively. Students were provided with a 
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handout of possible words and phrases (Appendix E) and the importance of demonstrating 

thinking using devices such as these was reinforced through use of examples and active 

classroom activities. 

Through the act of mapping writing to skills, I realised that one course alone could not 

enable students to develop a thorough set of writing skills which would enable them to master 

the art of critical writing. Therefore, I needed to consider how the relationships between the 

constructs could be adequately explored in the time I had available. As students were 

successfully learning non-negotiables, and I was confident they would leave the course with the 

core skills they required for future studies, I was able to focus on using different genres to bridge 

the gap between academic writing and critical thought. I subsequently identified personal 

reflective writing and journaling as less demanding written mediums that could allow students 

to experiment with documenting their critical thinking. Students were taught how to produce 

reflective writing during class time and feedback was provided on their attempts. 

Subsequently, students were required to write five reflective pieces, including one during their 

mid-trimester exam. The topics chosen for reflection were specific to each student, for 

example they were asked to reflect on their first day at the college and their previous 

experience with oral presentation.   

As part of a homework portfolio, students were also required to answer questions 

relating to their life experiences. This allowed them to personalise their learning and 

experiment with description, personal connection, analysis and forming conclusions, without 

realising this was what they were doing. For example, students were asked to respond to 

questions such as: “choose a proverb from your country and explain it”, “describe your first 

trimester at the college”, “describe an example of when you did not use good critical thinking 

skills”, “describe an example of when someone else did not use good critical thinking skills”,  

“explain how your best friend in Australia has helped you” and “how will you use critical 
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thinking and academic writing in the future”. This approach enabled students to build a body 

of thinking over time, without being challenged to simultaneously learn content as they would 

have to in content-specific courses. 

Summary of Model 

In summary, the model has outlined the combination of philosophy, content and 

pedagogical approaches that enabled me to make best use of students’ pre-existing representation 

of critical thinking, whilst also achieving the necessary learning outcomes they would need for 

future academic success. This model is important as it provides a useable framework from which 

to analyse the successes and failures of the design and to enable future application and critique. 

Sub-Question 3: How do International Students Represent Their Critical Thoughts in 

Writing After the Teaching Investment? 

Critical Thinking 

My teaching design resulted in a number of increases in students’ critical thinking. 

After 9 weeks of focused teaching, students had experienced gains in their ability to connect 

to source material from their own perspective (internal) and their ability to articulate an 

argument (see Table 22, reproduced). All students were able to connect to the question using 

their own opinions, experiences, or values, demonstrating an increase of 25% on their 

performance in the critical thinking task at the beginning of the course. In addition, two thirds 

of the students were able to craft their own argument (despite not being explicitly asked to do 

so). This was a 26.1% increase on their performance in the critical thinking task. 
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Table 22 (Repeated) 

Rubric A: Critical Thinking Results (n = 18) 

    Base level  

The student can 

locate a 

contradiction in 

the source 

materials/topic 

The student can 

articulate their 

own overall 

argument in 

relation to the 

source 

materials/topic 

The student can 

consider the 

broader 

implications 

and/or 

consequences 

of the source 

material/topic 

The student can 

relate to the 

source 

materials/topic 

using their own 

personal 

opinions, 

experiences, 

values, and/or 

perspectives 

The student is 

able to describe 

the general 

contents of the 

source 

materials/topic 

No criteria 

are met 

0 students 11 students 9 students 18 students 12 students 0 students 

0%             

(40% reduction 

when compared 

with critical 

thinking task in 

Week 2) 

61.1%     

(26.1% increase 

when compared 

with critical 

thinking task in 

Week 2) 

50%    

(remained the 

same when 

compared with 

critical thinking 

task in Week 2) 

100%         

(25% increase 

when compared 

with critical 

thinking task in 

Week 2) 

66.6%     

(23.4% 

reduction when 

compared with 

critical thinking 

task in Week 2) 

0%              

(5% 

reduction 

when 

compared 

with 

critical 

thinking 

task in 

Week 2) 

 

However, in comparison with the results earlier in the trimester, only two thirds of the 

class were able to create a basic description, a reduction of 23.4%. This result is interesting 

and may have occurred because the critical thinking task only required the students to view a 

cartoon and describe what they could see. Whereas in the reflective task, the students were 

specifically asked to answer a series of written questions in order to build a description. As I 

noted in my research journal, responding appropriately to questioning was an area of concern 

for my students. This may also relate to the findings of Tiwari et al. (2003) that students lack 

systematicity in their writing, or it may reflect an interesting area for future research.  
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Academic Writing 

My assessment of the students’ written expression of critical thought also 

demonstrated gains. In relation to descriptive writing and ability to make a personal 

connection to source material, fewer students attained the base level of performance (when 

compared with the critical thinking task completed in Week 2) and more students advanced 

into the level of reasonable performance. The ability for students to make a connection 

beyond themselves (external) also showed development, with students less likely to be graded 

at lower levels and more likely to have increased their performance. Finally, similar gains 

were also made in relation to crafting a conclusion.  

However, there were some disappointing results also observed. A small increase was 

observed in relation to students electing not to present a conclusion to their ideas and/or 

discussing an external implication or consequence. In addition, the use of four guided 

questions to elicit a deep description appears to have failed to elicit the desired written 

response. Finally, the contradiction element of the rubric demonstrated that no student 

identified a contradiction which was a significant decrease when compared with the critical 

thinking task. However, it must be noted that the critical thinking task was specifically 

designed to illustrate a contradiction and students were specifically asked to identify one, 

whereas in this second task any contradiction would have had to come from the students’ own 

analysis of their experiences and did not occur. 

Theoretical Implications 

Critical Thinking 

One of my research aims was to explore the application of Larsson’s (2017) critical 

thinking model in the classroom and to adapt the model to develop a means of relating it to 

academic writing. My study is valuable as it illustrates that the model can be used to assess 

critical thinking and can also be adapted to the written application of critical thinking. Further, 
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it provides educators with a more equitable way of assessing critical thinking and a practical 

basis from which to work to increase skills. Use of rubrics such as these, which separate 

critical thinking from analytical writing, would encourage educators to consider whether they 

are rewarding critical thought or are biased toward preferencing literary mastery. 

The study also aimed to explore the use of description as a base level of critical 

thinking, and the results indicate that students can attain the higher levels of critical thought 

without first possessing the lower levels. However, the overall lack of strong descriptive skill 

at the end of the course indicates the possibility that this is an area that requires work. I am 

left with the belief that if students are not able to craft a deep descriptive appreciation of the 

issues they are exploring; it is logical that they would further struggle to then analyse or argue 

about those topics effectively.  

Further, the study illustrated that volume of writing did not substantially vary between 

those students who attained only base level and those who achieved higher levels of critical 

thought. This finding appears contrary to university requirements, which are often perceived 

to value quantity of writing over quality of thought. Could it be that if students are taught to 

write less, more simply, and with greater levels of critical thought, we could approach 

teaching and learning in a different way? 

Academic Literacy 

This study supplements the academic literacies approach (Lea & Street, 1998, 2006), 

adding a method of operationalising the theory for classroom activity. Figure 6 demonstrates 

the content, teaching strategies, and philosophical approach that I employed, and this can be 

used by teachers to test the process in their own classrooms. The study also explored how I 

worked to preference difference over deficit and offers educators a starting point from which 

to develop additional teaching approaches. There would be value in additional research which 
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further tests this approach in different settings and with different learners and in research 

which scrutinises and improves the decisions that were made in this study. 

The literature review illustrated the many problems that can occur when educators 

attempt to articulate to their students what good writing consists of or how students’ thinking 

and writing can be improved (Lea & Street, 1998). It also discussed students’ frustration with 

not understanding writing requirements and with receiving less than adequate feedback to 

guide improvement (Cenetkusu, 2017; Duro et al., 2013; Maringe & Jenkins, 2015). The 

study offers value insofar as it seeks to articulate why this may occur. I have documented the 

many differing skills required to attain “good” academic writing and this assists educators to 

understand that in trying to assist students to write well, we are simultaneously requiring 

mastery of a large combination of writing skills. For example, a successful essay is a 

conglomerate of so many different skills and failing to apply them does not always reflect that 

the students’ arguments are non-existent or unsound. With a beginning understanding of the 

full gamut of skills required, educators can attempt to explain more accurately what is missing 

from students’ work. Interestingly, this again highlights the earlier finding, that students and 

educators alike cannot hope to analyse what they first cannot describe. It also may encourage 

research into the development of deep description as the basis of improving feedback. 

Educational Design Methodology 

This study utilised educational design research and there are a number of significant 

contributions made to this method. This research demonstrated that the design was focussed 

on developing products, processes, and programs; however, it was also about evolving a 

distinct educational philosophy. I believe that educational designers must consider how the 

theories they use in their design influence, and are influenced by, their educational 

philosophy. I believe that solid design should aim to start not with an intervention or a 

product but with clear reasoning behind why it has been created, reasoning that is bigger than 
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simply believing it will solve a problem. The lack of clear, practical links between philosophy 

and classroom practice can lead to educators failing to understand how philosophy drives 

education. However, as Ornstein (1990) observed, “without philosophy, educators are 

directionless in the whats and hows of organising and implementing what we are trying to 

achieve” (p. 5). When educational research does not lead to noticeable changes in teaching 

practices (Mertler, 2006) it could be because the overall philosophy of the intervention is not 

clearly communicated and understood. Thus, educators may lack adequate impetus to 

incorporate the innovation into their teaching practice. Academic literacy theory presupposes 

a shared teaching philosophy wherein there is value placed on all three aspects of developing 

literacy. This only works if there is institute-wide commitment to a shared philosophy of what 

the nature of education is within it. If considered and adequately articulated, the design 

research methodology offers a clever researcher an opportunity to bridge the gap between 

philosophy’s lack of practicality and design’s lack of philosophical underpinning.  

Though EDR favours interventionism (McKenney & Reeves, 2018), this study 

challenged this notion, suggesting instead that scholars consider how a gentler investment 

approach could be warranted. Whilst the goal of the study was indeed to “make real change 

on the ground” (McKenney & Reeves, 2018, p. 13), I was able to do so in a way that did not 

impinge upon the self-efficacy of the participants. Instead, I invested in their learning, giving 

them more than just a prescription for how to develop a set of out-of-context skills. 

In summary, this study has shown that EDR would benefit from additional 

consideration of the philosophical nature of teaching design. It also adds to the knowledge 

base of what can be achieved by using this research approach and offers a workable research 

design structure that teachers could consider implementing if they were seeking similar 

outcomes. 
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Limitations 

There are a number of limitations that affect this study. Though it was my preference 

to engage in collaborative review of my rubrics, COVID-19 pressures and logistics hampered 

the availability of other teachers to do so. As demonstrated by Gleason et al. (2013), 

collaborative review would heighten the validity of these measures and add further weight to 

the levels of thought proposed by Larsson (2017). It is important to note that Rubric A 

focused on how well the students connected specifically to the source material whilst some 

aspects of Rubric B allowed students to meet the requirements of the criteria while sometimes 

writing about the wrong topic or interpreting the topic incorrectly. Whether or not this is a 

useful allowance to make would benefit from additional discussion. In addition, again due to 

COVID-19 constraints, students were not able to complete a second teacher-designed critical 

thinking task and instead this study relied on an assessment of a different form of student 

writing for comparison. 

Though this study is limited in its traditional generalisability, from an EDR approach I 

am less concerned with population-wide applicability and more concerned with transferability 

of “theoretical insights or practical interventions to other settings” (McKenney & Reeves, 

2018, p. 18). In this way, the study has provided a number of practical tools and insights 

which could easily be adopted by other educators in their classrooms. It also meets EDR’s 

aim to add to both theoretical and practical understanding of the topic of research. 

I also experienced difficulties bridging the gap between the emic and etic nature of the 

research. Although I was embedded into the class and the process, I was unable to fully 

embrace or understand the experiences of my students. My life experiences are vastly 

different from those of my students and, try as I might, I could never understand fully the 

experience of leaving my own country as a teenager to study in a different country and in a 

foreign language. Conversely, at times I was able to become deeply involved; for example, 
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after mapping the skill requirements of strong academic writing, I developed such empathy 

for the complex requirements of the task that I became at times constrained and felt (as my 

students also feel) that the task was too hard perhaps to ever result in success. Now I believe 

that, as Patton (2002) suggested, it would have been beneficial to find ways to involve the 

participants more in the research process, to collaborate with them instead of leading the 

entire process. Research which explores ways to do this as a teacher, with this subject and 

with similar groups of students, would be of future value.  

Final Thoughts 

Post COVID-19 we will be entering into uncharted territory. There will remain a 

desire for international education and perhaps greater competition for the students who are 

still able and willing to study overseas. It is time to recognise that international learners are 

more than students with poorer English skills that their domestic counterparts. They want, and 

deserve, educators who are truly willing to seek to understand how they are different and what 

they want and need from us. Respect begins by deeply acknowledging what is necessary to 

teach and how we can make our lessons as accessible as possible to all students, regardless of 

the time and practicality constraints this may place on us. 

The study has left me with the prevailing thought that if we are tertiary educators in 

the international arena, we are all first and foremost teachers of English. This research shows 

that we can expect high levels of critical thinking from our students and a keen willingness 

from them to develop further. In order to see documented evidence of such, we all have to be 

willing to provide the students with the tools they need to produce the kinds of evidence we 

require. It is unjust to fail to provide students with the tools they need to produce the work we 

require and then to assess them as failing to produce the end product “correctly”.  

If we continue to employ a system that requires high-volume, high-level written 

output, then we simply can no longer avoid deeply teaching the writing skills required to 
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achieve those standards. However, if we can develop a system that is able to recognise 

thought over output, we can reform some of our onerous writing practices in favour of 

listening more closely to the true potential of our students. Do we really want students to 

consider their overall worth based on an assessment of their lack of complicated literary 

skills?   

As shown in the analysis, if students cannot produce adequate description, this may 

hamper their ability to analyse a topic. This, however, is not a problem that resides within the 

students. As educators, we cannot fairly critique the work of students if we cannot equally 

describe to them the standards they are failing to attain. Further, we cannot adequately analyse 

our students’ needs unless we can richly understand who they are and from what basis they 

come to us. This would enable us to begin questioning what international education truly 

means and how we can all equitably benefit from it. For many years, international students 

have invested in our educational systems; it is now time that we invested in them.  
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Appendix A: IELTS Academic Writing Levels Bands 4 - 9 
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Appendix B: Overall Course Structure 

Week Topic Assessment 

1 Class 1 Introduction 

Refresher - writing a sentence  

Refresher - using citations, quotation 

marks and identifying a quotation and 

a paraphrase 

 

1 Class 2 Identifying the basic content of a 

journal article (title, keywords, 

names, citation) 

 

2 Class 1 Identifying facts and opinions 

Source evaluation/reliability 

 

2 Class 2 Reflective writing introduction 

Descriptive writing introduction 

 

3 Class 1 Identifying the purpose and content 

of journal articles 

Responding to journal articles with 

opinion and judgement 

 

3 Class 2 Introduction to critical thinking 

Introduction to questioning 

 

4 Class 1 Introduction to analysis/topic 

analysis/research 

 

4 Class 2 Class planning for critical thinking 

presentation 

 

5 Class 1 Essay planning and introductions 

including thesis statements 

Making judgments 

 

5 Class 2 Student-led Critical Thinking 

presentation 

Students complete the Critical 

Thinking presentation in a 

group of 2 in one week between 

Week 5 and 11 

6 Class 1 Essay body  

Academic paragraphs 

Conjunctions and connectives 

 

6 Class 2 Student-led Critical Thinking 

presentation 

 

7 Class 1 Essay conclusions  
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In-text citations and use of APA 

guide 

7 Class 2 Student-led Critical Thinking 

presentation 

 

8 Class 1 Quoting and paraphrasing  

8 Class 2 In class Mid-Trimester exam In class Mid-Trimester exam 

9 Class 1 Reference lists and editing  

9 Class 2 Student-led Critical Thinking 

presentation 

 

10 Class 1 Introduction to oral presentations 

including impromptu practice 

Essay 

10 Class 2 Student-led Critical Thinking 

presentation 

 

11 Class 1 Creating PowerPoint for oral 

presentations including impromptu 

practice 

 

11 Class 2 Student-led Critical Thinking 

presentation 

 

12 Class 1 In class Group Oral Presentation In class Group Oral 

Presentation 

12 Class 2 Final review Homework (completed weekly, 

submitted in Week 12) 
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Appendix C: Consent Form 

 

Critical thinking and academic writing in higher education: A 

new approach to teaching design 

CONSENT FORM 
GU Reference: 2019/942 

 
 
 

Research Team Senior Investigator  
Dr Kerry Taylor-Leech 
School of Education and Professional Studies 
07 3735 1040  
k.taylor-leech@griffith.edu.au 
 
Senior Investigator  
Dr Kay Hartwig 
School of Education and Professional Studies 
07 3735 5733 
k.hartwig@griffith.edu.au 
 
 
Research Team Member  
Lorna Clark 
School of Education and Professional Studies 
lorna.clark@griffith.edu.au 
 
 

 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package 

and in particular: 

 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include allowing copies of 
my in-class work and assignments to be analyzed and possibly participating in two 
focus groups 

• I understand that the research may include audio recording of my participation in 
focus groups 

• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction 

• I understand the risks involved 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 
research 

• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary. In addition, this 
decision will in no way impact upon the service I receive as a student of … or the 
grades I receive in … 
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• I understand that if I have any additional questions, I can contact the research 
team 

• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without explanation or penalty 

• I understand that my name and other personal information that could identify me 
will be removed or de-identified in publications or presentations resulting from this 
research 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 
Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 4375 (or research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 
project; and 

• I agree to participate in the project. 

 
 

 

  I agree to participate in the project. 

 

  I consent to the inclusion of my written and/or verbal comments/opinions in 

publications or presentations resulting from this research  

 

 I consent to being contacted about future research 

 

 

 
 

Name 

 

 

Signature 

 

 

Date 
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Appendix D Textual Analysis of Critical Thinking Task Responses 

Table C1 

Words Used to Describe Image, n = 20 

Word/phrase Word type Number of students using this word/phrase 

boy/guy noun 16 (80%) 

girl noun 15 (75%) 

threw/throw/throwing verb 15 (75%) 

picture/s/image noun 9 (45%) 

snowball/ball noun 8 (40%) 

quarrel/arguing/fighting verb 7 (35%) 

angry/mad/upset adjective 7 (35%) 

two noun 6 (30%) 

didn’t want to admit/refuse/not agreeing verb 5 (25%) 

lying/lie verb 4 (20%) 

first adjective 4 (20%) 

second adjective 4 (20%) 

prove verb 4 (20%) 

snow noun 3 (15%) 

persons/person/people noun 3 (15%) 

kids noun 3 (15%) 

missed verb 3 (15%) 

comic noun 3 (15%) 

blaming/blamed verb 2 (10%) 

little adjective 2 (10%) 

image is not clear/poor pixels adjective 2 (10%) 

explain/explaining verb 2 (10%) 

aggrieved adjective 1 (5%) 

playing verb 1 (5%) 

admit verb 1 (5%) 

convince verb 1 (5%) 



155 
 

 

brave adjective 1 (5%) 

confused adjective 1 (5%) 

Table C2 

Pronouns Used to Express Connection, n = 20 

Word Number of students using this word 

I 13 

my 7 

me 5 

we 5 

he 4 

you 4 

they 0 

them 0 

she 0 

it 0 

 

Table C3 

Comparative Vocabulary Used to Express Connection, n = 20 

Word/Phrase Word origin Number of students who used this word/phrase 

too I assumed it would occur 0 

both I assumed it would occur 0 

like I assumed it would occur 0 

as I assumed it would occur 1 

in common I assumed it would occur 0 

same I assumed it would occur 0 

as well as I assumed it would occur 0 

similar I assumed it would occur 0 

in my experience Appeared in student work 1 

when I  Appeared in student work 1 

this is exactly how Appeared in student work 1 
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I am not a fan of Appeared in student work 1 

Table C4 

Connectives Used to Express Consequences/Implications, n = 20 

Word/Phrase Word origin Number of students who used this word/phrase 

for I assumed it would occur 1  

because I assumed it would occur 3  

as I assumed it would occur 0  

since I assumed it would occur 0  

therefore I assumed it would occur 0  

hence I assumed it would occur 0  

as a result I assumed it would occur 0  

consequently I assumed it would occur 0  

due to I assumed it would occur 0  

it is    Appeared in student work 4  

might    Appeared in student work 1  

if  Appeared in student work 1  

is  Appeared in student work 1  

will  Appeared in student work 4  

this can affect  Appeared in student work 1  

shows that    Appeared in student work 1  

 

Table C5 

Use of Concluding Language, n = 20 

Word Number of students 

using this word/phrase 

overall conclusion/came to 

the conclusion/the 

conclusion//in conclusion 

6 (30%) 

finally 3 (15%) 
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Appendix F: Handout 1 

Describe  Analyse 

➢ The main idea is 
➢ The purpose/aim/goal of this is 
➢ The key points are/the key parts of this 

are 
➢ This includes the following 
➢ This occurred on 
➢ This occurred because 
➢ Firstly, secondly … 
➢ Before, during and after 
➢ To summarise 
➢ The first step … 

➢ Analysis of the information shows that 
➢ The data shows that 
➢ This is similar to ____/different than 
➢ This could be interpreted as  
➢ There are  _____ elements to this 
➢ This is reliable because 
➢ This could be true/false because 
➢ This is connected to _____ because 
➢ When all the parts are considered it 

seems like  
➢ Inspecting this shows that 

Make a personal connection Argue 

➢ This is similar to my experience 
➢ This is similar to my values 
➢ This has happened to me before 
➢ This is not yet in my experience 
➢ This could happen to me in the future 
➢ This is contrary to my experience 
➢ This is different from my values 
➢ This is connected to my experience 

because 
➢ This could help me in the future 

because 

➢ This needs to be 
investigated/explored/discussed more 
because 

➢ In order to do ____ we must do ____ 
➢ This is important/critically important 

because 
➢ This leads to _____ 
➢ This could lead to _____ 
➢ This happens because  
➢ The overall argument/position is  
➢ This essay/presentation/report will 

argue that 
➢ The position being taken is that 
➢ This proves/shows/illustrates that 

Identify consequences Identify contradictions 

➢ The outcome is/could be/would be 
➢ The result is/could be/would be 
➢ This happened because 
➢ This could be used to/used by 
➢ This is important/significant because 
➢ This is useful because 
➢ This is worth researching because 
➢ This could affect …. 
➢ It is possible that 
➢ This could cause 

➢ This doesn’t make sense because 
➢ This contradicts itself because 
➢ This contradicts itself by 
➢ We cannot do _____ without doing 

_____ first 
➢ This is inconsistent 
➢ This is not compatible with _____ 

because 
➢ This could not happen because the 

author also says _______ 
➢ This cannot happen because ____ did 

not happen 
➢ This will not work because 
➢ “Say one thing but do another” 
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Appendix G: Handout 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Critical Thinking: 

 

The objective analysis and evaluation of an issue in order to form a 

judgement. 

 

 

Describe Analyse Argue Consequence 

 

Present a detailed 

account of 

something. Recall 

facts, processes or 

events. Focus on 

the most important 

points. 

 

Examine closely. 

Examine 

something in terms 

of its parts and 

how they are 

related to each 

other. 

 

Present a case for 

and/or against 

something. 

 

The result of effect of 

something. The 

conclusion. 
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Appendix H: Reflective Task 

Write a reflection about the differences between learning [this course] in the classroom and learning 

online. Your reflection needs to include the following: 

• Three paragraphs with approximately 100 words per paragraph 

• In the description paragraph you need to describe your classroom and your teacher. You also 

need to describe what your classes are like on campus and what they are like online. 

• In the emotion and learning paragraph you need to explain how you feel about each method of 

teaching and what you have learned about yourself after experiencing both forms of teaching. 

• In the future planning paragraph, you need to explain what your plans are for adapting to online 

study. In trimester 2 2020, what will you do to make sure your studies are successful. 

Write a reflection about the differences between learning [this course] in the classroom and learning online. Your 

reflection needs to include the following: 

• Three paragraphs with approximately 100 words per paragraph 

• In the description paragraph you need to describe your classroom and your teacher. You also 

need to describe what your classes are like on campus and what they are like online. 

• In the emotion and learning paragraph you need to explain how you feel about each method of 

teaching and what you have learned about yourself after experiencing both forms of teaching. 

• In the future planning paragraph, you need to explain what your plans are for adapting to online 

study. In trimester 2 2020, what will you do to make sure your studies are successful. 
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Appendix I: Textual Analysis of Reflection Task Responses 

 

Table I1 

Student Response to Descriptive Questioning, n = 18 

Aspect of question Number of students who 

specifically answered this 

question 

Example 

Description of 

classroom 

10 (55%) Each classroom is very clean, the 

tables and chairs are very neatly 

arranged, and it is very quiet whether 

in the corridor, on the stairs or in the 

classroom. 

Description of 

teacher 

(Me specifically) 

(Teachers in 

general) 

7 (39%) 

 

2 (11%) 

5 (28%) 

After contacting each teacher, I love 

the study life at [the College] even 

more. Each of them is kind, friendly 

and enthusiastic to help students solve 

problems in both life and learning. 

Description of what 

our classes are like 

on campus 

7 (39%) In [the] classroom there are different 

kind[s] of activities which helps the 

student to get the topic more clearly 

and because student also didn’t get 

bored. 

Description of what 

our classes are like 

online 

3 (16%) The teachers will appear in the Zoom 

in every class on time, communicate 

with the students and share some 

interesting things. 

 




