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The internationalisation of Australian universities presents a double challenge for student support services - to provide academic support programs which address perceived culturally-based academic differences and to provide support programs which are culturally sensitive, inclusive and which contribute to the success of international students. Critical thinking is a paradigmatic case. Universities insist that critical thinking is a requirement of quality academic work while academics bemoan the lack of a critical approach to study by international students in general, and Asian students in particular. The challenge for transition programs is how to incorporate critical thinking within their framework without adopting either a deficit or assimilationist approach. In the following paper, we discuss the difficulties inherent in this challenge and present one approach that seeks to address them.  A number of international students were interviewed for feedback on it effectiveness.
Background

The internationalisation of Australian universities has resulted in academics being exposed to an increasingly diverse cultural mix of students, with a high proportion (80%) coming from the South-East Asian region (DETYA, Selected Higher Education Statistics, 1999). This exposure has uncovered apparent academic differences between some cohorts of international students and mainstream or local students. Both international students and academics have identified language proficiency as a major problem and, hence, addressing it as a means of resolving the difficulties faced by both students and academics (Murray-Harvey & Silins,1997). 
However, research findings have revealed that the problems are much more complex than just language proficiency. Academics identify more extensive areas of conflict such as learning styles, levels of participation, collaboration versus independence, plagiarism and structured/non-structured learning. In particular, South-East Asian students are commonly stereotyped as passive, non-critical rote-learning students who do not engage in deep learning (Ballard; Mills, 1997). Even when the problems are identified as stemming from different learning styles and attitudes, these are seen as a reflection of different learning capacities and, hence, as a deficit that needs correcting by additional teaching strategies. As a consequence, bridging programs designed for international students have tended to focus on both language proficiency and perceived inadequacies in students' background knowledge and skills (Samuelowicz 1987; Fraser, Malone & Taylor, 1990). 

Any discrepancy between the academic standards and expectations of the institution and those of the international student will have an impact on the potential success of that student.  If those discrepancies really do exist, then the institution has a responsibility to address them. However, there is no conclusive evidence to suggest that certain groups of international students, in particular those from South East Asia, do have academic deficiencies, rather than just differences in approach. According to Biggs (1997), equating difference with deficiency stems from what he terms  ‘conceptual colonialism.’ One takes one’s own limited cultural or, in this case, teaching experience as the paradigmatic case and generalises to all students. As a consequence, the differences manifested by international students are identified as deviations from one’s norm which then need to be corrected. This is achieved by bringing all students up to scratch with one’s own standards and models of teaching. Many academics reflect this attitude and most of the current support programmes offered to international students are devised with this objective in mind. 

An alternative approach is to acknowledge the existence of equally legitimate culturally relative differences to academic study. This approach recognises differences in attitudes to knowledge acquisition as stemming from different cultural perceptions and understandings. No single cultural perspective is seen as more valid than another. An attempt is then made to teach students from within their own cultural parameters. Although this latter position is currently accepted as an improvement on 'conceptual colonialism,' and reflects a certain ‘politically correctness,’ it is not without its problems (Biggs, 1997). Focusing on culturally specific differences tends to not only exaggerate differences (rather than similarities) but may actually identify some cultural differences as being educationally or cognitively significant when this may not be the case. It can also create what can be called the ‘alien’ syndrome. An over-emphasis on difference could lead either side of a supposed cultural divide to an inability to relate to each other. Hyper-sensitivity to perceived differences could then become a potential obstacle to understanding and productive interaction, rather than a means to enable understanding and positive interaction. 

There is some evidence that cultural differences in approaches to educational learning do exist (Mills, 1997). Even so, students from South-East Asia are not an homogenous cultural group and differences between them are quite marked. Some Asian groups reflect only a few or, in some cases, none of the characteristics identified as problematic by academics (Smith, 2001). There is also evidence that rote-learning per se is not a good indicator of surface rather than deep learning, that passivity has more to do with what students feel is culturally appropriate in particular environments and that often collaboration, rather than independent learning, is valued more highly in some cultures than individual achievement (Kiley, 1998). This reflects a difference in approach rather than a cognitive deficit.

Cultural Difference and Critical Thinking

There are obviously going to be some differences in learning styles and attitudes between different cultural groups. The question is how significant or problematic those differences actually are. If we work from the assumption that, at the least, any substantive differences are going to present problems for the student outside their cultural niche, then these need to be addressed or accommodated in order to facilitate successful transition. The question then becomes, how best can this be achieved? Both 'cultural colonialist' and 'culturally relativist' models are equally problematic approaches to teaching international students. In addition, some researchers claim that universities have displayed a lack of appreciation of the 'depth of the cultural...shift needed for students to successfully adjust to the new environment' (Rosen, 1999, p.7). Ballard and Clancy (1988; cited in Beasley & Pearson, 1998, p.14) argue that to become literate at university means 'a gradual socialisation into a distinctive culture of knowledge.' 

An extension of this view is presented by Perry (1999). He claims that international students must become adept in the culture of the host country as well as the university they find themselves studying in, in order to develop their levels of thinking. However, this view again reflects a form of 'cultural colonialism' and an insistence on assimilation or integration to achieve success. It is debatable to what extent international students should be expected to accommodate the 'two cultures', and to what extent they should be encouraged to critique and resist dominant models and norms. On the other hand, students who resist or fail to adopt the institutions standards or practices may very well be academically disadvantaged. This is particularly relevant when dealing with a concept like critical thinking.

Critical thinking is considered the most distinguishing feature separating university academic standards from secondary schools and is considered an essential attribute of all successful tertiary students. In addition, critical thinking and related areas such as problem-solving skills, argumentation and text analysis skills, feature prominently in any university list of graduate attributes. A critical thinking capacity has also been picked out as an important distinguishing feature between Western academic models of study and non-Western or Confucian-based learning systems (Biggs, 1997; Mills, 1997; Cadman, 2000). South-East Asian students in particular, are generally perceived to be non-critical in their approach to academic texts and are considered to lack an understanding of the requirements of analysis and critique. 

There is no conclusive evidence to support the claim that international students, especially from the South-East Asian region, lack critical thinking skills per se. However, there is some evidence that they may have a different conception of critical thinking and its application in academia which could place them at a distinct academic disadvantage. It is, therefore, the role of the student support unit to both incorporate the teaching of critical thinking in their transition programs and to explicate the notion in relation to the institution’s academic standards.  However, international students can feel patronised by the attitudes of academic staff and transition programs that work from a deficit model, or which focus heavily on assimilation (Macdonald and Gun 1997). This outcome is particularly likely when dealing with the overt transmission of an intellectual skill like critical thinking, which is largely viewed as essential to academic inquiry, is seen as self-explanatory within the culture, and is seen as predominantly lacking in South-east Asian students. 

Problems with the Critical Thinking Concept 

First, it needs to be acknowledged that the teaching of critical thinking is not without its problems, regardless to whom we are teaching it. Even though academics may claim to have an understanding of what critical thinking entails, it is not always clear what the concept encompasses. According to the National Council for Excellence in Critical Thinking (Scriven & Paul 2003), critical thinking is, 

the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skilfully conceptualising, applying, analysing, synthesising or evaluating information gathered from or generated by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication as a guide to belief or action. 

It is also defined as 'self-directed, self-disciplined, self-monitored and self-corrective thinking' (Foundation for Critical Thinking, 2001) or 'the process of analysing, evaluating and synthesising information in order to increase our understanding and knowledge of reality' (Sievers 2001, p.2). Halpern (1997, p.4), on the other hand, regards it as purposeful, involving 'the use of those cognitive skills or strategies that increase the probability of a desirable outcome.' 

These definitions are fairly typical, yet are very broad, non-specific and range from informing action or belief, to having good mental habits to problem solving or to gaining knowledge about the world. Likewise, there is seldom a general agreement between academics across disciplines in regards to what they believe critical thinking is. Rather, there is an assumption that all academics, from whatever background, can reliably ascertain the presence of, or lack of, critical thinking in any given piece of work. 

In a similar vein, there is no single view as to how critical thinking should be done, even though there are similarities in the use of critical thinking language, ie. words like analysis, evaluation or assess. What counts as evidence of critical thinking is rarely clearly enunciated or shared with the student. The diversity of perspectives on critical thinking and the lack of clear guidelines make it difficult for any students, irrespective of culture, to know what the requirements entail in practice. If academics are not clear about what they are teaching, they are unlikely to have clear goals in place and a clear set of student outcomes to measure. Reliable evaluation of both the teaching of critical thinking and the student’s skills become problematic. This uncertainty needs to be resolved if the overt teaching of critical thinking is to become an essential part of tertiary study. Both the concept and the criteria need to be made explicit. 

Critical Thinking as a Cultural Concept

In regards to teaching international students, however, there is a far more relevant issue that emerges from the conceptualisation of critical thinking. This is the assumption of universality. If one examines the definitions outlined above, they appear to represent a kind of 'ideal' model of thinking. All the definitions rest on the assumption that the kinds of thinking illustrated are not only desirable, beneficial and attainable but they are universal standards of thinking. Critical thinking is presented as the epitome of good thinking. The National Council for Excellence in Critical Thinking goes on to claim that 'In its exemplary form [critical thinking] is based on universal intellectual values that transcend subject-matter divisions; clarity accuracy, precision, consistency, relevance, sound evidence, good reasons, depth and fairness.' (our italics) According to Angelo and Cross (1993, pp 65-66), a critical thinking approach should be applied to 'virtually all methods of inquiry practised in the academic disciplines' and is a key goal of the liberal arts and general education courses. 

Underlying these definitions is an assumption that one cannot engage in quality intellectual work without using reasoning and logic or without using a critical thinking, problem-solving approach. If this assumption is true, then cultures that do not adopt this approach cannot be engaged in good rigorous thinking. As a consequence, international students who do not master critical thinking will be at a distinct disadvantage; not just because they do not know what a particular university requires of them but because all good thinking relies on this critical approach. 

This position reflects a strong cultural bias. It rests on three assumptions; that critical thinking is a universal concept, that it is universally valued and that good reasoning is exemplified by the critical thinking skills outlined above. It assumes that by stipulating and applying a few critical thinking ‘heuristics’ one can arrive at definitive and final judgements on the rightness of propositions and on ‘the validity or lack thereof of ideas’ (Moore 2004, p.17). It fails to acknowledge that what Western academics call critical thinking and what they recognise as evidence of reasoning, ie. the tools used to reason with, the language and structure of the argument, are actually representative of a cultural, rather than a universal, method.

Australian academic traditions have evolved from the British university system in which the study of Philosophy was a necessary component of a good quality university education, at least until the 1950s. Philosophy is considered the ‘mother’ of all current academic disciplines, particularly the sciences and social sciences. As a discipline, it has strict criteria of what constitutes acceptable reasoning, evidence, analytic techniques and argumentation. Its standards have been largely adopted as the basis for academic rigour in all disciplines.  However, this kind of critical thinking, as exemplified by the use of analysis, logic, a linear argument structure and the scientific method, is very much a Western cultural product (Lloyd, 1996). The British philosophic tradition has its roots in the classical Greek tradition epitomised by Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, which was revived by the Jesuits in the middle ages in Europe and was successfully adopted by the British scientists of the 18th century. 

Rather than being a universal method of thinking, the classical Greek tradition evolved as a consequence of very specific socio-political factors, as did the classical Chinese tradition. For the Greeks, there had to be a right way for things to be; either an ultimate truth, a dominant ruler, or a primary cause, views that mirrored their political system. Conversely, classical Chinese culture represented 'order' as the correct occupation of a particular role in an interactive and mutually constitutive system. The Chinese tradition was motivated by an attempt to establish orthodoxy, revealed by attempts to incorporate alternate views into existing tradition. The Greek philosophers, on the other hand, had to be highly competitive, leading to a proliferation of (sometimes counter-intuitive) views. Each view had to be rigorously defended, often by critically demolishing an opposing or established position. Congruence or continuity of ideas was not readily acknowledged, except as a way of attacking an opponent's view. This led to an obsession with objective justification ideally represented by Euclidean geometric proofs (rigorous deductive argument from necessary and self-evident truths). That method now epitomises critical thinking methodology.  

This cultural specificity does not mean that the method is flawed or that truth is malleable, but it does reveal that the techniques used to indicate the presence of rigorous thinking are representative of a particular cultural tradition. A reasoning capacity may very well be something that all humans have; it may be a generic cognitive capacity.  This does not entail that our concept of critical thinking represents universal good reasoning. Neither does it entail that good reasoning, in whatever form, is valued equally in all cultures nor that it is valued in the same way. Even if good reasoning skills are considered desirable by most people, in most cultures, what counts as good reasoning, and evidence of good reasoning, is not universal (Lloyd 1996; Moore 2004).  Critical thinking, as we know it and expect it from our students, is part of a rich cultural tradition going back to the ancient Greeks. The following section illustrates how this acknowledgement and understanding can help teach critical thinking to international students in a culturally sensitive way. 

Implementation of Critical Thinking in a Transition Program

The concept of critical thinking used in this study is based on the traditional Western model espoused within analytic philosophy and as manifested in the university’s expectations that students should be able to critically analyse, synthesise and evaluate ideas and knowledge claims. The approach we have taken to its teaching is  closest to Biggs’ constructivist approach (Biggs 1997). It involves making cultural assumptions, attitudes and practices explicit, rather than just presenting them as desirable modes of behaviour that students should adopt or assimilate. This approach enables students to make their own judgements about what behaviours they need to incorporate in order to be able to operate successfully in an alien culture. Different academic practices are thus presented to students as specific cultural practices that have relevance within a specific designated sphere. This enables the students to view the adoption (or not) of those practices as a coping mechanism which ensures their ability to move freely within the culture with the least possible anxiety or sense of alienation. Not only does this process give students a choice about what parts of academic practice they might adopt but it leads to empowerment. If one's own cultural or academic perspective is explicit, it can be more readily reflected upon. This facilitates recognition of where cultural differences exist between the student, the institution and the staff. Acknowledgement and reflection on those academic and socio-cultural differences enables a space for possible negotiation between them. 

These principles have been incorporated into the way we teach critical thinking, by acknowledging and making explicit the cultural specificity of the concept and its implementation within Western universities.  We use a three-stage method. The first stage makes the students aware of the history, the tradition from which critical thinking owes its roots and explores the cultural assumptions behind the legacy. We felt it important to acknowledge that critical thinking, as we know it in the West, arises from a very specific set of historical, political and social conditions. As such, it needs to be placed firmly within that context. Students generally have found the history interesting and have become aware that the concept represents a cultural perspective that they may not be familiar with. 

The second stage is to acknowledge that there are culturally different approaches to knowledge acquisition, of which the Greek method of critical philosophical discourse is but one. Examples of alternative methods of knowledge acquisition, the Chinese method for instance, are discussed. Alternative conceptions of the body or opposites are used to illustrate the difference, as is the method of incorporating anomalies within the tradition through accommodation rather than using contradiction and adversarial argument. This enables the student to perceive critical thinking as just one means to a common end. It also legitimises their own cultural tradition. At the same time, it is important to point out why and how critical thinking is useful to their university study. In this way the student can see that its acquisition is a necessary condition for success at a Western university, without feeling academically deficient.

The third stage illustrates the techniques and mechanisms expected within a Western critical thinking approach. This requires a self-conscious reflection on the process of critique and the subsequent construction of knowledge claims using a specific kind of analysis and argumentation. This is the transmission of content. Students participate in workshops where they are expected to recognise, assess and construct arguments by using the analytic techniques taught. 

It is important to make it clear that critical thinking is beneficial to students engaged in tertiary study. However, this is couched in the context of learning any new skill. The point we want to emphasise is that such skills are relevant or useful in certain particular situations. It is hoped that by presenting the material in this way, students will understand the role it plays within the university and understand the criteria needed to successfully implement a critical approach in their own work that reflects the academic expectations of the university.

Student evaluation and feedback 

The response to the teaching of critical thinking has been very positive so far. However, the standard evaluation of teaching (SETs) does not directly address the challenges outlined in this paper, ie. to teach it in such a way that the students do not feel culturally or academically compromised. To address this, a number of international students were invited to participate in a confidential interview to obtain in-depth feedback relating to their perception of the notion of critical thinking and their evaluation of its teaching. As a result, four students from different academic disciplines participated in an interview. The students were from the Philippines, PNG, Kenya and Indonesia, respectively. Three were postgraduates and one was an undergraduate. The interviews were conducted informally and individually, lasting up to one hour each. All interviews were taped and later transcribed. The students were all volunteers who understood the purpose and procedure of the research. The interviews were open-ended with students free to talk about critical thinking as they wanted. However, each student was prompted, if necessary, to elicit how or in what ways they found the critical thinking sessions useful, whether or not they found the material difficult, whether they were familiar with the concept, and in what ways the topic could be improved. All participants volunteered their views readily and in an uninhibited manner. Initial analysis of the transcripts identified the following key issues iterated by all respondents:

· they were unfamiliar with the concept prior to the sessions

· the sessions gave them a clearer understanding of what critical thinking was

· they perceived the sessions to be useful

· they felt critical thinking was widely applicable

· they felt academically challenged

As expected, all of the students said they had received no formal critical thinking instruction at their own universities. However, they each said that, on reflection, they believed they did critical thinking at home without being aware of it. The following comments reveal both their prior lack of awareness of the concept and their (on reflection) recognition of critical thinking in prior practice.

 'critical thinking I would suppose now, was sort of part of debate but the critical thinking was really different thing' (Philippines, postgraduate)

'back at home we did not know you had to do critical thinking or we did critical thinking without knowing exactly that is what we are doing.' (Kenya, postgraduate)

‘On reflection, you probably use some critical thinking in your work but I did not come across the term before.’ (PNG, undergraduate)

‘We were taught to critically but not in the sense explained to us [here]…The process was not taught to us.’ (Indonesia, postgraduate)

This response is extremely encouraging. It shows that it is possible to put critical thinking into a familiar context of general thinking skills that enables the students to make connections between their own cultural, academic or work background and its application in a specific academic context. The comments show that critical thinking is no longer seen as something alien to their own thinking or prior academic experience but, instead, is seen as an extension or development of their prior capacity. What affected them, and what they appreciated, was the way the concept was unpacked. They found the technique challenging, rather than patronising or demeaning. It made them feel they were learning something new and something intellectually in line with their academic capacity.  As one student from the Philippines said, 

'...it's sort of a system or process. It is systematically taught that...for instance in your subject you discuss about the ways of critical thinking, the words and the techniques on how to argue and how to, you know, to structure about the reasoning behind the scenes, how to get to the bottom of the issue.' 

Secondly, their comments show that they see the sessions as particularly useful within the context of Australian academia. This indicates that they recognise it as a skill they need to adopt or learn in order to succeed in the university environment. 

'...it is the way here. We need it for evaluating.' (PNG, undergraduate)

'...and knowing, knowing that is what you are expected to do, with that knowledge you are able to explore further and to actually think of some criticism.' (Kenya, postgraduate)

These comments show that the students acknowledge critical thinking as part of the engagement process in Australian universities. In addition, the students were surprised to find that lecturers were more concerned about their analytic skills than their English language expression. This was summed up by one student who said; 

'...the professors here are not so particular about your English grammar but more about your reasoning so I think it follows that critical thinking is what this university is looking for especially in the way you critique...' (Philippines, postgraduate)

All the students seemed to think the teaching of critical thinking was worthwhile. They claimed it had given them some useful techniques and enhanced their understanding of critical analysis. However, what was particularly interesting was that they also felt that critical thinking was relevant outside of study in a broader context. The following comments illustrate this point well:

'...it's very relevant. I will be able to use it in all situations, both in academics and in work situations at home.'(Indonesia, postgraduate)
'Good to introduce to students as it is important in everything you do, helps in making wise decisions.' (PNG, undergraduate)

'...this is why I was so interested in the process because I know when I go back to my country it will be useful in my profession.'(Philippines, postgraduate)

‘critical thinking means, is something that all in our lives we have to do. It’s thinking deeply on a situation or question…’(Kenya, postgraduate)

Overall, the responses given by the students were very encouraging. The students felt challenged and engaged but did not appear to feel academically deficient or culturally compromised. Even though they found the critical thinking concept unfamiliar and the techniques of argument analysis and justification difficult, this was in line with their academic expectations. In addition, their comments show that they had a clearer understanding of what critical thinking entails, that they recognised critical thinking as a particular academic approach, that it had enhanced their thinking skills and that it was widely applicable outside of academia. On the whole, they recognised it as an explicit, systematic enunciation of a particular kind of thinking method that related to ways of thinking that they already have to a greater or lesser extent.  However, these results are only based on the views of four students and this should be taken into account when generalising the findings.

Concluding remarks

It is often difficult to uncover and make explicit one's own cultural assumptions, biases and values. This is even more the case within an academic environment in which we are addressing what are perceived to be generic abilities or universally valued academic skills like the capacity to think critically. However, this needs to be done if we want to be successful at teaching foreign notions to foreign students without cultural bias. 

The above represents one approach to dealing with the dual challenges outlined in this paper. The main focus has been on an acknowledgement of cultural differences (and similarities) within academic traditions, while explicitly outlining the university's academic expectations. It has tried to avoid either an assimilationist or deficit approach. Work on effectively incorporating critical thinking into the transition program is ongoing. So far, the feedback has been very positive and is a good indication that this kind of approach can be effective. However, even though this approach may facilitate the enculturation of new ideas, it is not clear how effective it is in teaching critical thinking itself. The question that is still to be answered is how do we know we have facilitated the acquisition of critical thinking skills? Here lies the future challenge. 
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