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A.Weinberg (1972) 1%, ” Science and Trans—
Science” G, [Many of the issues which arise
in the course of the interaction between science
or technology and society—e. g, the
deleterious side effects of technology, or the
attempts to deal with social problems through
the procedures of science———hang on the answers
to questions which can be asked science and yet,
which cannot be answered by science. 1 propose
the term trans—-scientific for these questions
since, though they are, epistemologically
speaking, questions of fact and can be stated in
the language of science, they are unanswerable
by science; they transcend science. | &R~
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The Development of Critical Thinking Skills through Discussion

Stephen Hurling (Lecturer of English)

ABSTRACT

This paper examines the extent to which students are able to use key critical thinking skills
in discussion. Students’ performance was observed at three stages during the semester,
informally in Lesson 1 and through video recording of discussions in Lessons 5 and 11.
From these observations, transcriptions of students’ speech were made in order to identify
key features; three skills emerged as illustrative of students’ critical thinking abilities.
Though these skills were largely found lacking in Lesson 1, improvement in students’
abilities could be observed in Lessons 5 and 11 following focused instruction, practice, and
feedback. The paper concludes that the development of students’ critical thinking skills
represents an appropriate and achievable goal for Japanese university EFL communication

classes in which pair or group discussions take place.

INTRODUCTION

At first glance, the field of critical thinking (CT) seems fraught with difficulties for teachers
of Japanese university EFL speaking classes. A universally accepted definition of what
exactly critical thinking is remains elusive while the appropriacy of teaching critical
thinking in both Japanese cultural contexts and EFL classrooms remains somewhat

controversial.

“Critical thinking” as a term has its origins in the mid-twentieth century US, with one of
the earliest and still frequently referenced definitions provided by the educational
psychologist Benjamin Bloom. Bloom’s taxonomy is a classification of lower (e.g.
understanding, applying) and higher (e.g. analyzing, evaluating, and creating) orders of
thinking (Hughes, 2014). These sub-skills are traditionally viewed as ordered in levels of
increasing difficulty, with students encouraged to develop the higher order skills necessary
for success in Western academic contexts. A similar and much quoted definition, which
asserts the importance of logical thinking, is provided by Robert Ennis (1985): “critical
thinking is reflective and reasonable thinking that is focused on deciding what to believe or
do” (as cited in Yoneyama, 2012, p.232).

Such definitions have led to criticisms of cultural specificity, however, most notably from
Atkinson (1997) who argues that critical thinking is culturally specific to Western
educational contexts and thus is “a concept unsuitable and undesirable for harmony-seeking,
group-oriented cultures of East Asia” (Rear, 2008). Against this, a number of voices both in
the West and in Japan have strongly argued in favour of the need to include focus on the
development of critical thinking skill in Japanese EFL contexts. For Kubota (1999),

Atkinson’s view of critical thinking in countries such as Japan is itself culturally biased and
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predicated upon false stereotypes. This is a point support by Long (2003), who notes that
Japanese students may be at a cultural advantage over Western students as it is “equally
important to listen and observe, seek to understand multiple perspectives, and resist

jumping to conclusions” in critical thinking.

Significantly, the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
(MEXT) has placed value on the development of critical thinking skills since the mid-1990s,
championing the need for students to become “creative, individual, and independent
thinking” (MEXT 2008, as cited in Yoneyama, 2012, p.235). Indeed, a practical definition of
CT skills can be found in the high school Course of Study for 2013, in which the objective for
two new courses, English Expression I and II, is described as being, “to develop [or “further
develop” for English Expression II] students’ abilities to evaluate facts, opinions, etc. from
multiple perspectives and communicate through reasoning and a range of expression, while
fostering a positive attitude toward communication through the English language” (MEXT,
2011a, as cited in Mineshima, 2015).

Lastly, though there are at present few explicit references to the teaching of critical
thinking skills through discussion, it seems that the framework provided by discussions
may be ideally suited to the development of key critical thinking skills as outlined by MEXT.
Stroupe (2006) notes that, “the use of collaborative learning strategies supports the
development of critical thinking skills through group discussion”. Similarly, Zhao et al
(2016), in reference to a 2008 study by Dallimore, Hertenstein and Platt, states, “group
discussion has been regarded as an effective way to facilitate deep learning and CT
development, because discussions require students to think through and clarify their ideas,
and they also provide students with the perspectives and insights of others”. In an effective
discussion, students must present clear and logically supported opinions, where meaning is
co-constructed and students must constantly work to understand, analyze and evaluate the

merits of each other’s ideas.

METHOD

Participants

For this study, data was obtained from two classes of first-year, second-semester students
at a Japanese university. The classes were taught by the author and had a combined total
of 58 students. All students were Japanese and, though not streamed according to
placement tests, could be said to be of intermediate speaking ability. All students were
science majors and received two classes per week of compulsory English instruction. The
English discussion class, from which the data for this study was taken, met once a week for
15 weeks and was the only class dedicated to helping students improve their English

speaking ability.
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Procedure

Data was gathered for this paper in three stages through the use of informal observation
(stage 1) and video recordings (stages 2 and 3) of student discussions. The first stage
involved making informal notes in a teaching diary during the first week of semester in
order to establish students’ initial ability to hold critical discussions. The second and third
stages involved the analysis of video recordings of student discussions made during two
formal discussion tests, in Lesson 5 (after they had received initial training in critical
thinking skills) and in Lesson 11 (following further instruction and practice). These video
recordings were made as part of the regular test procedure for this course and no recordings

were made specifically for the purpose of this research.

Due to the test constraints of time and practicality, not all students in each class were video
recorded in Lessons 5 and 11; approximately half the class were video recorded and
assessed post-lesson while the other half were assessed in real time by the instructor. As a
result, for both Lesson 5 and Lesson 11, four discussions from one class (a total of 16
students) and three discussions from the other (a total of 12 students) were recorded. In the
interests of fairness, students were selected randomly for video recording and the
composition of test groups changed between Lessons 5 and 11. It is the data from these

video recordings that forms the basis of this research.

Following the completion of the tests, written consent was obtained from all students
regarding the use of data from their test videos in research. Students were made aware that
consent was voluntary, that their confidentiality would be protected, and that their
participation or otherwise in this study would have no effect on either their test scores or

their overall grades for the course.

Data Analysis

In Lesson 1, informal notes were made by the author during the observation of small group
discussions in order to establish the initial strengths and weaknesses in students’ ability to
use basic critical thinking skills. After salient characteristics had been identified, these
notes were used in later lessons to guide the teacher in providing instruction and feedback

to improve students’ use of critical thinking skills in discussion.

In Lessons 5 and 11, students were video recorded in two discussion tests. For each test
lesson, recordings were made of a total of seven small group discussions. Each discussion
had four participants and lasted 12 minutes. These discussions were then transcribed by
hand and analyzed in order to better understand how students were using key critical

thinking skills in discussion.
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RESULTS
The following examination of students’ performance in discussions focuses on the use of
three key critical thinking skills:

1. Opinions supported by reasons and examples

2. Agreeing and disagreeing

3. Questioning

These skills were chosen based on the following criteria:
e their use is necessary to hold effective discussions
o the effectiveness of their use is dependent upon students’ critical thinking ability
e they were not being used effectively at the beginning of the semester (thus providing

a suitable target for students’ ongoing development)

1. Opinions Supported by Reasons and Examples

Lesson 1

Most students were able to provide brief opinions in response to discussion prompts.
However, very few students consistently provided logical support for their opinions. As a
result, discussions remained generally undeveloped with groups often “finishing”

discussions before the allotted time.

The following characteristics were observed:

a) Opinions were present but not obviously marked as opinions.

b) Opinions were infrequently supported with reasons.

¢) Opinions were rarely supported with examples.

d) The majority of opinions, reasons, and examples were drawn directly from students’

personal experiences.

Lesson 5
a) Following the teaching of opinion phrases (e.g. “In my opinion...” , “Personally
speaking...”, “What do you think?”), students were able to directly request opinions (as a

listener) and clearly mark opinions (as a speaker).

Following agreement / disagreement, students sometimes omitted to mark their opinions.
However, clarity of position was generally maintained through the use of agreement /
disagreement markers (e.g. “I totally agree. It’s mainly because...”).

b) Opinions were consistently supported with clear reasons (e.g. “In my opinion, writing
exam and interview is best [university entrance] system. It’s mainly because the
university should know the students’ knowledge and character”).

¢) Many opportunities to support opinions with examples continued to be missed, often
resulting in a lack of clarity:

e “Itis important we enroll in college to realize our dream” (no example of ‘dreams’

provided)
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d)

e “Itis useful for the future to meet many people and get many experiences” (no
example of what “experiences” may be gained nor how they might be of future use)

Personal experiences continue to provide the basis for the majority of students’

supporting reasons, and, where present, examples. However, this is perhaps a natural

feature of spontaneous discussion, with students able to immediately understand and

respond to each other’s experiences, and often becoming more involved in discussions as

a result.

Problems with regard to critical thinking arise, however, when student’s personal

experiences are over-generalized to represent the views of all students:

o “I prefer to study in house than in cram school. So if we want to study in cram school,
I can’t concentrate on studying but sleeping. So, every student doesn’t need to go to

cram school.”

Lesson 11

a)

b)

c)

d)

Following the introduction of phrases to mark examples, the majority of students are
comfortable and consistent in asking for (as a listener) and providing (as a speaker)
marked opinions, reasons and examples. This often results in longer, logically supported
speaking turns:
¢ “In my opinion, university students are not independent. It’s mainly because not all
of students (are) living alone and many students live with family. For example,
parents do students’ housework, washing their clothes, cooking dishes and pay
money and so on.”
Confident students are able to support their opinions in greater detail by providing more
than one reason or more than one example (e.g. “One example of independent is pay
tuition by their own. Another example is doing housework.”)
In addition to providing support for opinions, students are able to ask for examples in
order to clarify meaning:
S1: In Japan, students feel a lot of pressure. It’s mainly because the parents wish
students to good all things.
S2: Can you tell me example of “good thing”?
S1: For example, good grades or get a good career.
Limited feedback was provided on how to interpret and respond to personal questions
(e.g. highlighting the difference between questions beginning “Do you... ?” and “Do
students... ?”). Some students (perhaps due to the own critical thinking abilities)
demonstrated good awareness of this principal, either by directly separating personal
and general experience (e.g. “Personally speaking I think I'm not independent but most
students are already independent”) or by encouraging others to do so (e.g. in response to
S1, whose opinion began “I want to...”, S2: “I think this is more general”, S3: “Not just

for you. Many people go to university, right?”)
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2. Agreeing and Disagreeing

Lesson 1

In the first lessons of the semester, students did not tend to mark agreements or
disagreements. Instead, most speaking turns in a discussion generally began with students

providing opinions without any reference to ideas previously raised in the discussion.

The following characteristics were observed:

a) Agreement or disagreement was generally not signaled.

b) Where present, agreements were more readily signaled than disagreements.

c¢) Where present, both agreements and disagreements were undeveloped, often lacking

direct connection with previous ideas.

Lesson 5

The goal of Lesson 4 was for students to learn how to agree and disagree in discussions.

Students received explicit instruction, practice and feedback in using this skill.

Consequently, simple agreement and disagreement was marked with some consistency (see

Table 1 below) though genuinely developed and critical responses to previous ideas

remained infrequent.

a) Overall, students were aware of the need to express agreement and disagreement and
most were able to signal this with an appropriate target phrase (e.g. “I totally agree”,
“I'm sorry, but I disagree”).

However, some instances of unmarked agreement and disagreement remained, making
students’ ideas and the general logical flow of the discussion more difficult to follow. In
the example below, it seems at first that S2 is presenting a new opinion when in fact
agreement is being expressed:
S1: Everyone has the chance to go to university, so I think the entrance exam system
1s pretty good.
S2: Personally speaking, if people study hard they can enroll in college, so I think the
entrance exam system is best.

b) From video observation, it was clear that students did tend to express agreement more
than disagreement (see Table 1 below). However, it is unclear why this is so. This could
be attributable to the test question encouraging agreement rather than actual debate, it
could be that the students in the observed groups naturally tended to agree on this topic,
or it could be that there is a tendency for students to simply avoid disagreement (though
disagreement was noted at least once in 6 of the 7 discussions). It is perhaps also worth
noting that only two instances of “false” agreement (where a student signals full
agreement but actually disagrees in part) were found. This may have been due to overly
casual use of the target language, however, rather than a conscious attempt to maintain
harmony:

S1: I think students don’t need to go to cram school because students can study in
high school.

82



S2: 1 totally agree but I think the thing we study in high school is sometimes not

enough. We sometimes should have to go to cram school.

¢) In most instances, agreement and disagreement was signaled but remained undeveloped.

Most frequently (see Tables 1 and 2 below), agreements and disagreements were

followed by an immediate change of topic as the speaker gave a new opinion. In the

example below, the unfocused nature of the disagreement makes it unclear exactly what

S2 is disagreeing with and why:

S1: In my opinion, the main reason to go to university is to join many types of club

activity. In high school there is less kinds of activity but in university there are

many kinds of activity.

S2: 1 see you point, but I think the main reason is to study. It’'s mainly because we

pay a lot of money to university to study.

While this tendency to change topic after agreeing or disagreeing can result in a wide

variety of different positions being introduced to the discussion (e.g. with all four

speakers expressing four separate opinions), it often results in the failure to discuss any

of these positions in depth.

Lesson 11

By Lesson 11, students demonstrated considerable improvement in their ability to agree or

disagree in a focused way (i.e. by explicitly referring to or further developing the previous

speaker’s ideas).

Table 1. Agreement and Disagreement by Type

Unfocused Focused
Wi Agree & Disagree Agree & | Disagree
ed Unmarked False & & g g
. Change Same & Same
Agreem | Disagreement | Agreement . Change . .
Topic . Topic Topic
ent Topic
Lesson 5 5(9.8%) | 8 (15.7%) 2 (3.9%) 17 (33.3%) | 5(9.8%) | 11 3 (5.9%)
(21.6%)
Lesson 11 | 8 (20%) | 2 (5%) 0 (0%) 1 (2.5%) 1(2.5%) |21 7
(52.5%) | (17.5%)

Table 2. Agreement and Disagreement — Total Usage

Unfocused | Focused
Lesson 5 Total 37 (72.5%) | 14 (27.5%)
Lesson 11 Total | 12 (30%) | 28 (70%)

a) Agreement and disagreement was marked consistently by students at the beginning of

each speaking turn. Though fewer agreements and disagreements were marked in total

in Lesson 11, this was because speaker turns had become longer (due to improvements

in support for opinions and increased use of follow-up questions) and consequently fewer

opportunities for agreement and disagreement existed. Though rare, students still

sometimes failed to mark agreements.
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b) As for Lesson 5, students proved able to disagree as well as agree, using a variety of
phrases with nuanced meanings to do so (in descending order of strength: “I'm sorry, but
I disagree”, “I don’t think so”, “I see your point, but...”, and “I partly agree”).

c) Students' agreements and disagreements showed qualitative improvement as they were
generally more focused, most commonly due to a continuation of the previous speaker’s
topic. In the following example, S2 signals agreement then develops S1’s idea about
money and independence (adding ideas about depending on parents and having to
study):

S1: In my opinion, students don’t have to be independent. One reason is students are
too busy so it is hard to earn money.

S2: 1 totally agree with you. In my opinion, students can depend on their parents. It’s
mainly because students can’t earn much money and have to study, so it’s not
important to be independent.

In addition to using the target phrases, students principally marked connected

agreements and disagreements in two other ways:

e Students used names to indicate specifically who they agreed or disagreed with (e.g.
“In my opinion, I totally agree with [S2’s name]”).

e Students explicitly called attention to the part of the previous speaker’s opinion that
they wished to agree or disagree with through use of a connecting phrase (e.g. “I
totally agree, students in Japan have a lot of pressure. One reason is as you said,
pressure to go to university. And students in Japan also have pressure to go to big

company and earn huge money”).

3. Questioning

Lesson 1

At the start of semester, few students asked questions. Instead, they responded solely to the

textbook discussion questions. As a consequence of student questions not being asked, the

following issues with the development of critical discussions were observed:

a) Speaking turns were short.

b) Ideas remained undeveloped.

¢) Students did not challenge each other’s ideas.

d) Students were unable to nominate their own topics of interest for discussion.

e) Speakers did not encourage listeners to ask questions.

Lesson 5

Prior to this lesson, students had received limited feedback and little focused practice on

the use of questions. As a consequence, most students did not ask their own follow-up

questions during the test (see table 4 below).

a) Speaking turns remained short, usually consisting of a brief opinion and supporting
reason. This sometimes resulted in students finishing discussions early or created long

pauses mid-discussion (e.g. in one discussion, after all students provided an opinion,
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b)

c)

d)

e)

there was an 18-second pause before a follow-up question was asked and the discussion
could continue).

The lack of questioning often resulted in a lack of genuine interaction between students.
Meaning in the discussion was developed by each student individually, untested by
questioning classmates. As a consequence, opportunities for students to deepen their
understanding of issues were missed and superficial ideas were seemingly accepted by
the group.

Students did not seek to directly rebut each other’s ideas through questioning. Even in
instances where speakers signaled strong disagreement with prior speakers, no follow-
up questions were asked. In Lesson 5, no instances of questions being used to rebut
others’ ideas were recorded in any of the seven recorded discussions.

Students did not seek to explore others’ ideas through follow-up questions and spoke
solely in response to the test questions.

Speakers did not encourage or allow their classmates to ask follow-up questions.
Commonly, after providing an opinion and reason, speakers immediately signaled the
end of their speaking turn. This was done either by a) directly asking for the next
speaker’s opinion (e.g. “What’s your opinion?”), or b) by moving directly to the next

discussion question (e.g. “Okay, next”).

Lesson 11

The teaching goal of Lesson 8 was for students to effectively ask follow-up questions.

Following the presentation of this skill, students received focused practice and formative

feedback in Lesson 8 and subsequent pre-test lessons.

Significant improvements in students’ ability to ask follow-up questions can be noted

between Lessons 5 and 11 as follows:

Table 3. Total number of follow-up questions asked

Group 1(2|3|4|5|6 |7 | Total

Lesson5 |02 ]0(0|0|2|3| 7

Lesson 8171413777 43
11

Table 4. Table of number of students asking questions per group (each group contained four

students)

Group 112|345 |6]|7]Total (28
students)

Lesson5 |0 [2]0]0 |0 |1 ]2 5

Lesson 4141212131313 21

11

As a consequence in this increased use of follow-up questions, the following characteristics

of discussion could be observed.
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a)

b)

c)

d)

e)

Speaking turns increased in length and, during the recorded discussions, there were far
fewer noticeable pauses. Through questions, students were frequently encouraged to
continue speaking.
Through the use of follow-up questions, meaning was co-constructed by students in the
majority of discussions. Often, students asked a number of focused follow-up questions
that enabled the speaker to think and express their opinions more critically than if they
would have otherwise done (e.g. in response to a speaker’s opinion about parental
pressure to get into a “good” university, three follow-up questions were asked by
separate students: “Are your parents this kind of parents? Tell you to study hard?”,
“What situation have you felt that pressure?”, and “I agree with you, but are these
pressures only in Japan or another countries?”).
Though still relatively rare, some students had begun to use follow-up questions as a
direct form of rebuttal:

S1: University students don’t earn their money, so parents give students money. I

think students are not independent.

S2: Some university students can earn all money they need. What do you think about

it?
Students were more able to direct discussions towards areas of their own interest
through the use of follow-up questions or by nominating new topics for discussion (e.g.
“Does anyone live alone? [ Eliciting responses from other students] No? No? All of us live
with parents? We are all not independent!”).
However, in some cases follow-up questions were misused. In one group, one student
faced a disproportionately high number of follow-up questions due to other students’
interest in their answers. Rare in the test (though more common in non-test lessons),
occasional off-topic questions were asked (through overly personal or “Do you like... ?”-
type questions):

S1: [Explaining their lack of independence] I use parents’ money to have fun, for

example, watch movies.

S2: What movie do you like?
Speakers often ended their turns by inviting classmates to ask them a question, rather
than simply handing the floor to the next speaker. Target phrases from the Turn-taking
skill (taught in lesson 7) directly enabled this (e.g. encouraging students to finish
speaking turns with “Does anyone want to ask a question?”).
Similarly, students were using this skill to interject and take the opportunity to ask a

question (e.g. “Can I ask a question?”).

DISCUSSION
Three key features of students’ ability to use CT skills in discussion have been highlighted

in this paper: the provision of logical support for opinions, agreeing and disagreeing, and

the asking of follow-up questions. By taking three snapshots of students’ use of these skills,
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during Lessons 1, 5 and 11, a greater understanding of the nature of their discussions

emerges.

It is clear that, at the very start of semester, students seemed generally unwilling or unable
to employ these CT skills effectively in discussion. Interaction within discussions was
minimal and ideas remained undeveloped. From Lesson 2 onwards, however, the choice of
discussion skills to be taught (e.g. opinions, reasons, examples, agreeing and disagreeing,
and follow-up questions) provided a suitable platform for the concurrent development of

students’ critical thinking abilities.

Students’ overall use of CT skills seem to have improved qualitatively as well as
quantitatively as the semester progressed. To take one example, the majority of students
provided unsupported opinions in Lesson 1 (e.g. “I think...”) but, by Lesson 11, the majority
of opinions were logically supported with reasons and examples (e.g. “In my opinion... It’s
mainly because... For instance...”). In some cases, the act of classroom observation was
sufficient in providing examples of the nature and degree of improvement. However, further
and more detailed analysis is necessary to provide a more accurate and complete
understanding (e.g. regarding the use of targeted rebuttals, a CT skill not explicitly taught

during the course though employed by some students).

It is perhaps also difficult to state with certainty why students’ use of CT skills improved.
One possible factor was the method of instruction. According to Zhao et al (2016), “merely
placing students in groups and encouraging them to talk and discuss does not guarantee
higher achievement in CT”. Therefore, care was taken with the methods of instruction. One
new discussion skill was introduced each week, together with six to eight target phrases.
Following the presentation of each skill, phrases and basic strategies for their effective use,
students received deliberate practice (in both controlled and freer discussion settings) as
well as regular feedback on performance, in an approach consistent with existing thought
on second language acquisition (Dornyei & Thurrell, 1992; Tsang & Wong, 2002; Folse,
2006).

This emphasis on specific target phrases for each discussion skill served a number of
purposes. Firstly, each phrase directly represents a positive behavior in the discussion (e.g.
one goal of the course is that students logically support their ideas with examples, and an
example can be introduced by the target phrase “For instance...”). Secondly, each target
phrase is no more than a stem and so students must think critically and add their own
ideas to successfully use the skill (e.g. students must think of an appropriate, logical
example to follow the target phrase, “For instance...”). Thirdly, the use of target phrases is
easily and instantly recognizable to all students in the group, clearly demonstrating that

the speaker is using a key skill and reminding their classmates to do likewise. Thus, while
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students received praise when using their own phrases to perform a skill, the use of specific

target phrases was encouraged throughout.

Regarding the presentation of key skills and phrases, one strategy that seemed particularly
useful was that of argument mapping. Here students were provided with a visual guide as a
means to better understand the flow of a discussion. As Van Gelder states, “When
arguments are presented in diagrammatic form, students are better able to follow extended
critical-thinking procedures. For example, evaluating a multilayered argument involves
many distinct steps that should be done in a certain order” (2005). To this end, as each new
skill was introduced, it was added to a basic argument map for a two-person discussion as
follows:

A: Textbook Question? Opinion?

B: Opinion

A: Reason?

B: Reason

A: Example?

B: Example

A: Follow-up Question?

B: Answer. Opinion?

At Agree / Disagree. Opinion
Encouraging students to follow this map during the controlled practice stages of the lesson
(e.g. by having them substitute the skill prompts for actual ideas) served to enable students
to understand when to use specific skills as well as increasing the instances of their usage.
Over-reliance on this strategy, however, risks the “mechanization” of students’ skill use and
may even serve to limit their CT ability, confining their behaviors within fixed, pre-defined

patterns.

Care was taken, therefore, when providing feedback on skill use. Students were monitored
closely and on-the-spot correction provided during the controlled stages of the lesson to
ensure opportunities to use key skills were not missed. In order to raise students’

awareness of more nuanced CT issues, however, formative feedback was used. The goal of
formative feedback is to actively change specific aspects of student performance, using the
following procedure: the teacher monitors student performance, diagnoses a salient problem,
provides a short feedback activity specifically to address this problem, then finally praises
students on their improved performance (Tuttle & Tuttle, 2012). This was a useful way to
provide feedback specific to differing groups or differing classes, enabling them to practice

skills beyond the basic argument map.
Lastly, the fact that students were recorded in test situations in Lessons 5 and 11 almost

certainly had an effect on discussion performance and CT usage. In these lessons, criterion-

referenced testing was used to assess students specifically on their use of key discussion
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skills. As students were acutely aware of this fact, it seems likely that skill use was
heightened. Further study would be necessary to establish the extent to which test

performance was divergent from regular class performance.

In conclusion, it is hoped that this paper has demonstrated that first-year Japanese
university students are capable of using key critical thinking skills in discussion. In
particular, the skills of supporting opinions, agreeing and disagreeing, and asking follow-up
questions are suitable targets for instruction in a discussion-based syllabus while also
supporting the development of critical thinking ability. While these skills may not be
employed by students at the start of semester, through a process of clear presentation,
practice, feedback and testing, students can develop the ability to consistently shape

discussions through critical thought.
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