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Abstract 

 Critical thinking is one of the most crucial skills for each individual not only in the 

professional environment but also in personal life. In recent years, critical thinking has turned into 

a high priority outcome among graduates from tertiary institutions. Along with the development of 

internationalization and globalization process, East Asian students have contributed a large 

attendance in Western higher education institutions (HEIs). This study offered East Asian students 

a chance to voice their perspectives in the understanding of critical thinking and the issues 

concerning critical thinking in their studies. 

 This study aimed to investigate East Asian students’ perceptions of critical thinking and 

what experiences from the expectation of critical thinking set in their master courses in the 

Norwegian context. Furthermore, the study also examined their reflections on critical thinking 

practices from the courses and what the obstacles they face while responding to the expectations. 

Finally, the study explored what kind of support students would be needed to improve critical 

thinking in their studies. The participants were eight East Asian master students at the University 

of Oslo (UiO). The data was collected with semi-structured interviews, transcribed and analyzed 

based on the thematic analysis approach to identify the themes regarding East Asian students’ 

understanding of critical thinking. 

 All eight participants’ conceptions of critical thinking reflected both cognitive skills and 

dispositions of critical thinking, with their emphasis on disagreement, presenting arguments, and 

criticizing. Many participants reported negative emotions related to critical thinking, such as 

vulnerable states, inferior or hostile feelings toward academic activities involving critical thinking. 

The participants also reported several barriers: cultural backgrounds, previous educational 

backgrounds, language barriers, and different personal qualities can hinder East Asian students 

from practicing critical thinking during their studies. 

 To conclude, East Asian students have continually invested effort to develop their critical 

thinking within the international academic environment. However, they would get benefit from the 

teachers’ prerequisite roles, the department and university for their critical thinking’s improvement 

during the courses.  

 Keywords: critical thinking, East Asian students, students’ perceptions 
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1 Introduction 

 

 Critical thinking has recently become a familiar topic in the higher education context all 

around the world. The capability to think critically is a “desirable outcome” mainly expected from 

higher education graduates (Halpern, 1998, p.450). For a long while, one of the principal targets of 

education, typically, in the tertiary level, is to reinforce students’ ability to think critically, to have 

reasons as well as to use judgement effectively in their decision making (McMillan, 1987). Being 

able to think critically is beneficial not only for academic and professional success but also for the 

whole society. Glaser (1985) and Paul (1984) (as cited in McMillan, 1987) pointed out that a 

rational and democratic society requires students to think critically. Thus, it is a benefit for a 

community if a critical thinking citizenry can form and maintain a primary democratic way of life. 

It is clear to undeniably acknowledge the vital role of critical thinking for an individual in their life 

and learning. The latest Framework for 21st Century Learning has pointed out that critical thinking 

is one of four crucial skills that a graduate should gain in higher education (Partnership for 21st 

Century Skills, 2007). Furthermore, The World Economic Forum (WEF) likewise has emphasized 

that critical thinking is still a standard and crucial skill that business executives are looking forward 

to finding out from their candidates in their recruiting processes (World Economic Forum, 2018).  

 

1.1 Background 

 

  For a decade, the dynamic development of globalization and internationalization has taken 

place in all nations. It has facilitated a significant expansion of higher education participation and 

enrolment, which motivates international student mobility to high-quality Western Universities. 

Purposely, international students are likely to choose countries which have the best educational 

quality as their destinations to pursue their higher education degrees. These destinations have been 

diversified every year by the internationally mobile students’ selections. Besides English-speaking 

countries, it is compelling that in recent years, Nordic countries including Denmark, Finland, 

Iceland, Norway and Sweden, have persistently placed a high priority on internationalization in 

their educational systems. In 2010, there were over 68 000 international students in these five 

countries which increased by 117% from 2005 and constituted 5.8% of the total Nordic student 
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population (Myklebust, 2013, p.91). Two rational reasons for this significant rising rate are no 

tuition fees for tertiary education and a significant increase in English courses among Nordic 

countries’ institutions.  

 

 In Norway, the context of this study has a long history of international student mobility, 

which the student flows have been outgoing rather than incoming. However, in recent years, from 

2000 to 2015, the number of incoming students has increased significantly (Wiers-Jenssen, 2019). 

Within 15 years, this number has risen sharply fourfold. In 2015, it had over 25 000 students with 

foreign citizenship, making up nearly 10% of the total student population in Norwegian higher 

education context (Norwegian Centre for International Cooperation in Education [SIU], 2016). In 

Wiers-Jenssen’s (2019) findings, their database was conducted by the Norwegian Centre for 

International Cooperation in Education (SIU), which was based on a total of 3216 international 

students in April 2014. This data shows that among 47% of international students undertake a full 

degree in Norway, the percentage of Asian and African students made up a majority in the incoming 

number of students. The rest of 53% is exchange students who mainly come from European 

countries (Wiers-Jenssen, 2019). Some common rational reasons for international student’s choices 

are likely to be English-taught programs, a peaceful and safe society for living as well as students’ 

career opportunities after graduation. For full degree students, the absence of tuition fees is the 

dominant reason for studying in Norway (Wiers-Jenssen, 2019). 

 

 In the process of the internationalization, the majority of international students are likely 

to come from developing countries to Western countries (Altbach, 2004). Along with that, 

international students tend to bring their previous distinctive backgrounds and experiences to the 

host academic environment. Thus, they still have to deal with issues in “different conventions and 

standards of the new environment in terms of social practices and intellectual tradition” (Shaheen, 

2016, p.19). It is not easy for international students to adapt to a new academic environment if they 

have not prepared well enough for the adjustment in new learning approaches. Durkin (2008b) 

mentioned that East Asian students might get common challenges in adjusting to Western academic 

expectations because of their background cultures and traditions. Prominently, some prior 

researchers pointed out the academic staff’s dissatisfaction with international students’ written 

assignments because of their deficient critical thinking skills (Robertson et al., 2000; Kim, 2003).  
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1.2 Critical thinking in the 21st Century 

 

 In most global educational environments, it cannot be denied the importance of critical 

thinking as one of the soft pivotal skills for students in this era. As mentioned above, critical 

thinking has been as one of four vital individual learning and innovation skills for higher education 

in the Framework for 21st Century Learning. In accordance with that, the USA-based Partnership 

for 21st Century Skills organization and the American Management Association list critical 

thinking as a critical skill "expected to become even more important in the future". Another 

document about tertiary education aspirations, a report named College Learning for the New Global 

Century from Association of American Colleges and Universities & National Leadership Council 

(U.S.) (2007) emphasizes critical thinking alongside writing and quantitative reasoning as one of 

the essential intellectual skills. Furthermore, the Future of Jobs Survey 2018 released by The World 

Economic Forum (WEF) anticipates that critical thinking has still retained and increased its value 

among ten emerging skills in 2022. Following that, the business executives and employers are 

likely to recruit their employee who has the ability of “using logic and reasoning to identify the 

strengths and weaknesses of alternative solutions, conclusions or approaches to problems” (World 

Economic Forum, 2018, p.29). 

 

 In order to gain critical thinking for a graduate, it requires undergraduate students making 

an effort themselves to develop the required level of critical thinking skills even as a Western 

student (Durkin, 2008b). However, with international students, East Asian students who come from 

Confucian Heritage Cultures significantly face the inappropriate western pedagogical context 

(Nguyen, Terlouw, & Pilot, 2006, as quoted in Durkin, 2008b). Therefore, the academics’ 

understanding and support towards students is the key point of cultural diversity in international 

classrooms. Hofstede (1986) emphasizes “teachers or lecturers should get intellectually and 

emotionally accustomed to the fact that in other societies, people learn in different ways” (p.316). 

The fact is that understanding East Asian students’ limitations in thinking critically, can help 

academics to support and guide the students in improvement this crucial skill in their long-term 

study. Thus, this study deliberately focuses on East Asian students’ perceptions in critical thinking, 
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the way they understand critical thinking and their perceived expectations relating to critical 

thinking in the Norwegian context. 

 

1.3 Aim of the study 

 

 One primary reason, which motivates me to carry out this research is to enhance the 

importance of critical thinking among international students while studying in Western 

universities, particularly East Asian students. This study aims to identify the selected sample of 

East Asian students who are studying at the University of Oslo (UiO), with regards to their 

perceptions of critical thinking. The potential obstacles for East Asian students to practice critical 

thinking and the kinds of instructional support, which would have helped them are the essential 

considerations of this investigation. The findings of this study may provide educators with 

knowledge about the perceptions of critical thinking from East Asian students’ perspectives. 

Studying East Asian students’ perceptions of critical thinking is the way to help academics to get 

an in-depth insight into the students’ notices, their reflections as well as their critical thinking 

experiences in the academic environment. Therefore, this study can promote the implementation 

of instruction and guidance for East Asian students to improve their critical thinking in Norwegian 

academic context. 

 

1.4 Research questions 

 

 With the oriented target of the research, this study attempts to answer the following main 

research questions:  

RQ1: How do East Asian students understand critical thinking? 

RQ2: How do East Asian students experience the expectations of critical thinking in their 

studies in a Western university? 

RQ3: What kinds of obstacles East Asian students have encountered when engaging in critical 

thinking during their studies? 

RQ4: What kind of support have East Asian students received to develop their critical thinking 

skills? What kind of support would be beneficial for them? 
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1.5  Thesis outline 

 

 This study began with an introduction to the background of current higher education in 

internationalizing process, and it highlighted the relevance of critical thinking in this 21st Century. 

In the following chapter, a review of the literature and a theoretical framework are discussed to get 

an overall conceptualization of critical thinking. In this chapter, the outline of dimensions of critical 

thinking is presented. A discussion about the concepts related to critical thinking follows, and three 

main issues, which can hinder East Asian student from practicing critical thinking will be 

mentioned. The methodology is then described in chapter three, with a discussion about the 

research design and how data was collected and analyzed. The findings are provided in chapter 

four to describe the patterns that emerged from the data. The patterns are categorized in order to 

align with research questions. In chapter five, an overall discussion and conclusion are proceeded 

to link the findings to relevant literature, following limitations and suggestions for future research 

on the topic. The concluding remarks part ends for this chapter. 
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2 Literature review and theoretical framework  

 

 To give a conceptualization of critical thinking, the review of this chapter starts by 

introducing three approaches that critical thinking originates, following the specific definitions 

from different theorists’ perspectives associated with each orientation. All those definitions are 

synthesized and summarized in Table 1. The review continues with the outline of dimensions of 

critical thinking, and then the concepts relating to critical thinking. The following part discusses 

previous empirical work of critical thinking in the higher education context. The next section 

focuses on critical thinking among East Asian students. Finally, the obstacles which may impact 

on East Asian students’ critical thinking is the last section in this chapter. 

 

2.1 Approaches and definitions of critical thinking 

 

 Critical thinking has been widely discussed among three research traditions that are 

philosophy, psychology (Lewis & Smith, 1993) and education (Sternberg, 1986). First of all, the 

philosophical approach emphasizes qualities and characteristics of a typical critical thinker, and 

more precisely what a critical thinker can do under the best circumstances (Lewis & Smith, 1993; 

Sternberg, 1986). For example, Paul (1992) defines critical thinking with regard to a list of 

perfections of thinking for relevant thoughts (Table 1). In other words, philosophers are mostly 

concerned about outcomes or products in (critical) thinking relating to reasoned judgements, beliefs 

or individual thoughts (Splitter, 1991). Ennis’s (1987) study proposes his definition that critical 

thinking concentrates on “reasonable and reflective thinking” that decides what for people’s belief 

or action (p.45) (Table 1). It is apparent that the objective of thinking is to determine the beliefs 

and judgements ultimately. Thus, another functional definition of critical thinking which focuses 

on the argument and its development and evaluation (Facione, 1984) (Table 1). 

 

 On the other hand, the cognitive psychological approach concentrates on critical thinkers’ 

behaviours and actions by listing skills or processes performed by critical thinkers (Lai, 2011). The 

psychological oriented definition, which describes critical thinking, comprises the “mental 

processes and strategies” in thoughts and actions employed for decision-making, problem-solving 
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and creating new concepts (Table 1). In other words, the psychologists remark that (critical) 

thinking is the action of “making sense out of the experience” by formulating meaning and 

understanding (Splitter, 1991, p.92). Likewise, another definition of critical thinking in the 

psychological orientation that is the attempt of using cognitive capabilities and strategic procedures 

to achieve a “desirable outcome” (Halpern, 1998, p.450) (Table 1). 

 

 Finally, in the educational approach, when it comes to teaching and assessing higher-order 

thinking skills in the academic environment, a hierarchical taxonomy for information processing 

skills in education approach is suggested (Bloom, 1956). It includes six stages in order from lowest 

to highest, which are knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation. 

In the report by Kennedy et al. (1991) (as quoted in Lai, 2011) states that the last three final stages 

can be considered involving cognitive critical thinking. Besides many other educational theories, 

Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of cognitive skills has become a ubiquitous application in classroom 

and writing assessment. According to Sternberg (1986), the benefit of this educational approach is 

closely linked to years of classroom observation and experience as well as students learning. All 

the educational definitions tend to be directly responsive to the skills needed in the classroom 

activities and academic learning.  

 

 However, it has two concerns in using or evaluating the educational theories (Sternberg, 

1986). The first point is the educational theories are not easy to evaluate and employ due to their 

absence of the clarity in “epistemological status” (Sternberg, 1986, p.7), which is the characteristic 

of philosophical and psychological theories: philosophical theories focus on what people can do 

and psychological theories focusing on what people actually do. Moreover, the second point is that 

educational theories are likely not to be employed tests of the same vigorous degree comparing 

with either the logical tests of philosophical theories or psychological tests regarding the human 

performance of psychological theories (Sternberg, 1986). Therefore, to conclude for these three 

oriented approaches, the philosophical orientation is a combination of competence theories 

defining what people can do; while psychological approach relates to the performance theories 

defining what people do; and educational theories are often a mixture of the two (Sternberg, 1986). 

Likewise, further findings have also acknowledged that these three oriented approaches have been 
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implicated in the development of critical thinking over time (McMillan, 1987; Facione, 1990a; 

Splitter, 1991). 

 

Table 1. Summary of some definitions of critical thinking 

 

General definitions 

Facione  (1984) 

Specialized in Philosophy 

and  Education 

“Critical thinking is the development and evaluation of 

arguments” (p.259) 

Sternberg (1986) 

Specialized in Psychology 

“Critical thinking is the mental processes, strategies, and 

representations people use to solve problems, make decisions, 

and learn new concepts” (p.3) 

Ennis (1987) 

Specialized in Philosophy 

in Education 

“Critical thinking is reasonable, reflective thinking that is 

focused on deciding what to believe or do” (p.45) 

Paul (1992) 

Specialized in Philosophy 

“Critical thinking is disciplined, self-directed thinking that 

exemplifies the perfections of thinking appropriate to a 

particular mode or domain of thought” (p.9) 

Halpern (1998) 

Specialized in Psychology 

“Critical thinking is the use of those cognitive skills or 

strategies that increase the probability of a desirable outcome” 

(p.450) 
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2.2 Dimensions of critical thinking 

 

 As shown in the previous section, there are various conceptions to promote the research 

and assessment of critical thinking. Accordingly, theories from those three different oriented 

approaches have their characteristics and core values to support for their distinguished conceptions. 

Hence, all definitions are likely to be limited in some respects, and one definition can never satisfy 

for the rest (Davies, 2015). To answer for the agreement in conceptualizing critical thinking, the 

Delphi Report (1990) is dominantly crucial in defining a common interactive approach to the 

definition of critical thinking. This report is considered as a “turning point” in critical thinking 

research (Paul, 2014, p.1357). As described in this report, the research is based on the accord of 

forty-six critical thinking experts all around the United States and Canada. They come from 

different disciplines such as scholars, educators and other leading figures in critical thinking 

theories and critical thinking assessment (Facione, 1990a). According to their consensus statement, 

in terms of conceptualizing critical thinking and its elements, the panel of experts agreed that 

besides cognitive skills and competencies, critical thinking also includes the dispositional 

dimension. In the end, they recommended their consensus definition respecting the cognitive skill 

dimension and the dispositional dimension of critical thinking as: 

 

 We understand critical thinking to be purposeful, self-regulatory judgment which results in 

interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as explanation of the evidential, 

conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or contextual considerations upon which that 

judgment is based. CT is essential as a tool of inquiry (Facione, 1990a, p.3). 

 

  The ideal critical thinker is habitually inquisitive, well-informed, trustful of reason, open-

minded, flexible, fair-minded in evaluation, honest in facing personal biases, prudent in making 

judgments, willing to reconsider, clear about issues, orderly in complex matters, diligent in seeking 

relevant information, reasonable in the selection of criteria, focused in inquiry, and persistent in 

seeking results which are as precise as the subject and the circumstances of inquiry permit. Thus, 

educating good critical thinkers means working toward this ideal. It combines developing CT skills 

with nurturing those dispositions which consistently yield useful insights and which are the basis 

of a rational and democratic society (Facione, 1990a, p.3). 
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 The dispositional dimension reflects the internal motivation to use cognitive skills in 

judging what to believe or do. It has been known for a long time that the abilities (or skills) to think 

critically is different from the attitudes (or dispositions) to do so (Ennis, 1985; Facione, 1990a). 

Accordingly, it is undeniable to acknowledge that disposition is an equally important element as 

cognitive skills of critical thinking. Dispositions are not arguments or judgments, but affective 

states which are essential for practicing critical thinking skills (Davies, 2015). Therefore, in the 

higher education context, the Delphi Report suggests that there is no point critical thinking 

pedagogy does not cultivate in one student these two elements of critical thinking: cognitive skills 

and dispositions, which represent a good critical thinker.  

 

 With the cognitive thinking dimension, in accordance with the Delphi Report, the experts 

characterize the descriptions of each skill and sub-skills, which are considered as core critical 

thinking skills. In this study, the Delphi Report is chosen as an official general synthesis of 

conceptualization in cognitive skills of critical thinking. These detailed descriptions of six core 

critical thinking skills which are involved in critical thinking processes are presented as follows. 

 

Table 2. Description of cognitive thinking skills 

 

Source: Delphi Report: Expert Consensus Statement on Critical Thinking (ERIC ED 315 423)  

       Skill 
Description of core critical thinking skills  

               (Experts’ consensus) 
List of subskills 

Interpretation 
To comprehend and describe the significance and 

meaning of information and data. 

Categorize 

Decode significance 

Clarify meaning 

Analysis 

To identify and examine arguments, premises within 

the arguments and their relationships to indicate ideas, 

judgments and information. 

Examine ideas 

Identify arguments 

Identify reasons and 

claims 
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Inference 

 

To identify and recognize needed elements and 

information for the consistent results, to formulate 

conjectures or hypotheses, and then to conclude the 

conclusions based on what selected relevant 

information, data or available evidence. 

 

Query evidence  

Conjecture alternatives 

Draw logically valid or 

justified conclusions 

Evaluation 

To evaluate the propositions, statements or claims 

with respect to their credibility, relevance, and to 

assess their logical strengths, weaknesses and values. 

Assess the credibility of 

claims  

Assess the quality of 

arguments  

Explanation 

 

To state findings of the reasoning and justify it 

regarding the considerations of pieces of evidence, 

concepts, methodologies and contexts, which those 

results are based. 

State results 

Justify procedures 

Present arguments 

Self-

Regulation 

 

Self-consciously to monitor the cognitive or thinking 

activities, the elements used and the result developed 

from those activities, for example, employing this 

skill in analysis and evaluation of derivable 

judgments. 

Self-monitor 

Self-correct 

 

 Along with each consensus description of six elements in cognitive skills, the report also 

gives out examples associated with them as clarifications. These critical thinking skills are 

prerequisite and likely to be valuable for almost all areas of life and learning. Besides, some of 

them are essentially vital elements for some specific endeavours. Moreover, these descriptions can 

be considered as tools to commence academic discussions in developing curricular implications 

(Facione, 1990a). Hence, they are initial premises to help the motivation to create effective and 

efficient strategies in improving critical thinking in teaching and learning activities. 
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 Together with cognitive thinking skills, the dispositional dimension is the second 

significant element of critical thinking possessed by a good critical thinker, according to the Delphi 

Report. In general, dispositions have diversely been cast as “attitudes, affective dispositions or 

habits of mind” (Facione, 1990a, p.20). Obviously, thinking also involves dispositions, which is "a 

person’s consistent internal motivation to act toward or to respond to persons, events, or 

circumstances in habitual, and yet potentially malleable ways" (Facione, 2000, p. 64). In this case, 

his opinion of disposition originates from social science approach with the agreement toward 

Dewey’s (1933) perspective (as cited in Facione, 2000) stating that human dispositions refer to 

individual attributes. It means one’s dispositions are among the distinctive traits of one’s character 

combining the tendency towards their values, attitudes, intentions and beliefs. 

 

 In the earlier Delphi Report, among forty-six experts, while the majority asserts that the 

meaning of critical thinking comprises of the affective disposition part, it was still a one-third 

minority who argues that critical thinking refers only to cognitive skills. However, this minority 

holds their ideas of the distinct difference between "what is true of critical thinking" and "what is 

true of good critical thinkers" (Facione, 1990a, p. 22). Accordingly, a good critical thinker is a 

person who certainly has both cognitive skills and valuable habits in their mind to motivate those 

critical thinking skills.  

 

 On the other hand, a person is still called a critical thinker but not a good one if they only 

have their cognitive skills without the effective use of those skills. In the end, it came to the final 

accord with 61% of the experts regarding dispositions listed in Table 3 as part of the 

conceptualizations of critical thinking and 83% of experts agrees that these dispositions are 

characteristics of a good critical thinker (Facione, 1990a). The experts were convinced that critical 

thinking is a ubiquitous and deliberate phenomenon of human beings. Therefore, the ideal critical 

thinkers can be characterized not merely by their cognitive skills but also by how they approach 

their life and living in general (Facione, 2015). Critical thinking goes further than just within the 

classroom and happens in daily life in living. Individuals who are considered as critical thinkers 

should have a list of attitudes in their life and living as described. The experts also emphasized how 

a critical thinker’s attitudes to deal with specific issues, questions or problems. These 

characteristics are listed in Table 3 as the following: 
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Table 3. Affective dispositions of critical thinking 

 

   Source: Delphi Report: Expert Consensus Statement on Critical Thinking (ERIC ED 315 423) 

 

Approaches to 

life and living in 

general 

1. Inquisitiveness concerning a wide range of issues 

2. Concern to become and remain well-informed 

3. Alertness to opportunities to use critical thinking 

4. Trust in the processes of reasoned inquiry 

5. Self-confidence in one’s abilities to reason 

6. Open-mindedness regarding divergent world views 

7. Flexibility in considering alternatives and opinions 

8. Understanding of the opinions of other people 

9. Fair-mindedness in appraising reasoning 

10. Honesty in facing one’s own biases, prejudices, 

stereotypes, or egocentric tendencies. 

Approaches to 

specific issues, 

questions or 

problems 

11. The clarity in stating the question or concern 

12. Orderliness in working with complexity 

13. Diligence in seeking relevant information 

14. Reasonableness in selecting and applying criteria 

15. Care in focusing attention on the concern at hand 

16. Persistence through difficulties are encountered 

17. Precision to the degree permitted by the subject and 

the circumstances 
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2.3 Related concepts with critical thinking 

 

 There are other three concepts related and confusing with critical thinking, which should 

be concerned and discussed. They are higher-order thinking, problem-solving and creative 

thinking. First of all, higher-order thinking is considered as an umbrella term that encompasses 

critical thinking and problem solving as its components from different domains of sciences and 

humanities, with psychology connected with sciences and philosophy with humanities (Lewis & 

Smith, 1993). In their study, Lewis & Smith (1993) argues that critical thinking can be considered 

to derive from philosophical perspective while problem-solving originate from a psychological 

view. The reason is that the nature of the philosophical field has derived from ‘discourse and 

argumentation’, which emphasizes logical reasoning and perfections of thinking to decide what to 

believe and do. On the other hand, the psychological field has grown from ‘experimentation and 

research’. Therefore, psychologists are concerned with ‘thinking processes’ as strategies for 

problem-solving (Lewis & Smith, 1993). Following that, higher-order thinking is defined as “when 

a person takes new information and information stored in memory and interrelates or rearranges 

and extends this information to achieve a purpose or find possible answers in perplexing situation” 

(Lewis & Smith, 1993, p.136). By that definition of higher-order thinking, a variety of different 

purposes including the decision of what to believe, what to do, creating a new idea, or solving a 

puzzling problem can be accomplished (Lewis & Smith, 1993). Hence, the proposed term of 

higher-order thinking is likely to embrace two separate elements as critical thinking and problem-

solving, which are intertwined and supportive each other in order to get the higher-order thinking 

skill for individuals. 

 

 Coming to the second concept, Davies (2015) argues that problem-solving is not a term 

equivalent to critical thinking though sometimes those terms can be substitutable to each other. In 

the beginning, some researchers with their earlier studies in the past did not agree with the inclusion 

problem-solving in the use of term critical thinking because they argued that these two terms belong 

to two separate fields (Smith et al., 1991; Underbakke et al., 1993). However, through the 

development of critical thinking, some researchers tend to broaden the definition of critical 

thinking, which emphasizes critical thinking both evaluation of statements and problem-solving. 

The constructing arguments involve necessary steps of problem-solving. The steps include 
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“determining background knowledge, generating initially plausible hypotheses, developing 

procedures to test these hypotheses, articulating an argument from the results of these testing 

procedures, evaluating the arguments, revising the initial hypotheses” (Facione, 1984, as quoted in 

Lewis & Smith, 1993, p.135). It means that critical thinking derives from the development and 

evaluation of arguments, which relates to problem-solving because rationally problem-solving 

involves making judgments of arguments. However, not all critical thinking carried on necessarily 

engages the problem-solving because the judgments can either succeed or fail to meet standards of 

critical thinking (Davies, 2015). In contrast, problem-solving needs critical thinking in order to 

guide through problem-solving steps to find the best possible solution for the problem. In the 

Framework for 21st Century Learning, four learning and innovation skills which are crucial for a 

graduate to gain in this Century, including Creativity and Innovation; Critical thinking and Problem 

Solving; Communication; Collaboration (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2007). It shows out 

that critical thinking is combining with the problem-solving following, which are among four C-

skills for a graduate in tertiary education. By all means, it is not by coincidence that the term of 

critical thinking standing in the same criterion without being separated from problem-solving skill. 

In conclusion, to some extent, it is supposed that the term critical thinking is essential and overlaps 

to problem-solving.  

 

 With the last related concepts with critical thinking, Davies (2015) proposes that there is 

a strong relationship between creative thinking and critical thinking, and sometimes these terms 

are “inseparable kinds of thinking, but they are not the same” (p.46). However, there have been 

many pieces of research studying the relationship between these terms (Davies, 2015).  Similarly, 

Bailin (1987) also asserts that creative thinking and critical thinking are connected and primarily 

involved in thinking well within any fields. Firstly, it is not right to say that innovation is 

independent upon critical thinking process and skills. The innovation or creative achievement 

requires thinking critically and critical thinking activities, involving from the initial realization to 

a problem, the critical assessment of problem along with the judgment of variety of ideas to explain 

and evaluate for new direction and solution (Bailin, 1987). Secondly, creativity does not only 

involve the generation of new ideas and solutions but the better ones, which necessitates highly 

developed critical thoughts and judgments. It means that creativity needs the “effective, useful and 

significant” changes and inventions, which involves “high-level skills and in-depth knowledge in 
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an area, with a profound understanding of the problem situation” in order to find out better solutions 

for these problems (Bailin, 1987, p.25). To sum up, critical thinking is prerequisite for creative 

thinking, and these terms are linked and characteristic features of effective thinking. 

 

2.4 Previous findings about critical thinking in the higher 

education context 

 

 Based on the consensus dimensions of critical thinking and findings from the Delphi 

Report, in order to measure critical thinking, it has separately regularized instruments involving 

critical thinking skills and critical thinking dispositions, respectively. With the assessment of 

critical thinking skills, the premier instrument of California Critical Thinking Skills Test (CCTST) 

including multiple-choice items ranging in difficulty and complication, has been used to assess 

capacities of an individual. This instrument employs six different cognitive thinking skills and sub-

skills in critical thinking (Facione, 1990b). With the assessment of critical thinking dispositions, 

Facione and Facione (1992) developed the California Critical Thinking Disposition Inventory 

(CCTDI) including a list of item questionnaire, has been designed to measure whether an individual 

has tendencies and motivation to display their mindset of an ideal critical thinker. Furthermore, 

there also have been other recent general instruments to assess these two critical thinking 

dimensions with the same structural strategies of measurement. 

 

 In the higher education context, critical thinking has been used popularly to describe a 

desirable intellectual outcome of university graduates. Critical thinking, though not easy to define, 

is indispensable for the success in tertiary level (Atkinson, 1997; Benesch, 1999; Bailin & Siegel, 

2003). Moreover, with a graduate, mainly, critical thinking is all about “the development of certain 

sorts of skills at a fundamental level (Davies, 2015, p.44). His findings emphasize critical thinking 

is the term to cover essential skills in argumentation or making sound judgments, which is 

prerequisite skills that the business executives and employers expect from their candidates ( Davies, 

2015). Thus, it is considered that both skills and dispositions in critical thinking are primarily about 

the development of one individual in tertiary education.  
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 Likewise, Biggs & Tang (2007) further emphasize that critical thinking has become one 

of the most essential skilled expected of tertiary students for applying for jobs after their graduation. 

In 2018, the World Economic Forum (WEF) supplied their data which represents over 15 million 

employees, comprises 313 global companies from a wide range of 12 industry clusters. This data 

shows that critical thinking is among human skills that will retain and increase its current 

prominence for employees in workplaces until 2022 (World Economic Forum, 2018). A higher 

education student from any degree programs should be skilled critical thinking themselves for their 

future careers after graduation. Furthermore, critical thinking is considered as the essence that 

cannot be the lack in some professional careers. In other words, some occupations that require 

high-level of this skill in order to be successful in those professions. For example, in teacher 

education, educators need to be equipped with key competencies respecting critical thinking (Hager 

& Kaye, 1992). Their findings argue that in order to guide or teach students to be critical thinkers, 

educators should be well developed in critical thinking first. In the nursing profession, critical 

thinking is an inseparable skill to address the needs of the patients (Alfaro-LeFevre, 1999; Daly, 

1998; Pretoruis et al., 2016). With the duties of taking care for patients, nurses are frequently 

challenged under complicated circumstances which they are responsible for solving. Hence, they 

will play their role as professional problem solvers and make their judgments as well as the decision 

in patients care (Pretoruis et al., 2016). Another concerned field is engineering, to develop the best 

solutions to engineering problems requires complicated and structured thought processes in 

evaluating, interpreting and giving out decisions (Ahern et al., 2019). In other words, well-

developed critical thinking is indispensable to deal with the complex problems in an engineering 

context. With these two examples, it is recognized that the connection between critical thinking 

and problem-solving is highlighted as the assessment of available information on problems and 

consequent evaluation of judgments and decisions taken.  

 

 However, the concern raised within HEIs is whether critical thinking is easy to get and 

practice by students during their studies. There are many studies showing the complicated nature 

of critical thinking and how difficult it is to understand critical thinking for people in general. 

Gelder (2005) indicates that critical thinking is difficult because the mental processes of critical 

thinking do not come naturally to most people. Therefore, in order to be proficient at it, there is 

nothing more significant than practicing critical thinking for everyone. Following that, the findings 
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suggest six guidelines for educators in order to guide their students to learn to think critically 

(Gelder, 2005). Likewise, another empirical article rationalizes the factors that make analytical 

work difficult for people generally (Hoffman et al., 2011). Hoffman et al. (2011) argue that 

analytical work is a form of critical thinking, which is not naturally motivated and not frequently 

employed as it should be among people. A similar study by Felix and Martin (1991) (as quoted in 

Martin Davies, 2007) reveals that critical thinking, as well as skills in argument including analyzing 

and presenting arguments, are patently tricky for students to acquire. These difficulties of acquiring 

critical thinking are not only hugely challenging for international students but even for students 

who are native speakers of English (Martin Davies, 2007). By all means, due to the complicated 

nature of critical thinking and the difficulty in acquiring and assessing it, some research evidence 

shows that there is a lack of investigating the development of critical thinking among undergraduate 

students (Pithers & Soden, 2000). Therefore, the effort of this study can contribute a small part to 

understand profoundly and resolve the problem of inadequate critical thinking among higher 

education students, particularly East Asian students studying abroad in Western HEIs. In the next 

section, some empirical studies discuss the reality of critical thinking among East Asian students 

within the Western academic context. 

 

2.5 Critical thinking among East Asian students 

 

 In this study, the term ‘East Asian’ is used throughout the paper is based on the 

homogeneous cultural sphere, including nations with the same Confucian Heritage Cultures 

(CHCs). This term is an umbrella term for four aiming cultures studied in this research, including 

Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Vietnamese. On the other hands, the term ‘Western’ is employed 

to include Europe and all English-speaking countries. Based on publications and articles mentioned 

in literature reviews of this study regarding critical thinking, these terms only suggest a 

homogeneity in their cultural and academic approaches to critical thinking among specific group 

members while disregarding their differences in other aspects (Durkin, 2008a).  

 

 Teaching graduates critical thinking is admittedly a challenging job for tertiary academies 

nowadays (Davies, 2003). Notably, in this twentieth-first Century, under the process of 

internationalizing circumstance, it has been changing with a diversity of students from different 
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cultural backgrounds, experiences, and ages (Biggs & Tang, 2007). In Western HEIs, the 

universities’ policymakers have engaged critical thinking as a feature against insufficiency scenario 

frequently associated with international students, a majority of which come from East Asia (Song, 

2016). Other studies have also mentioned that critical thinking capacity is chosen as dominant 

distinctive aspect between the Western academic setting of the study and Confucian-based learning 

system (Mills, 1997; Cadman, 2000). 

 

 The Western HEIs including English speaking academics and those locates within 

Western Europe perceive that learners from East Asian countries are not critical in their written 

assignments and are supposed to have an absence of understanding the necessity of critique and 

analysis (Egege & Kutieleh, 2004). In Britain, the educators claim that East Asian students who 

come to the UK for studying have the absence of critical thinking. Hence, they underperform in 

their writing assignment, dissertations and theses (Durkin, 2008b; Fell & Lukianova, 2015). In 

Australia, while critical thinking lies at the core of educational practices in the tertiary education 

context, East Asian students are still unfamiliar with its concept, and not able to recognize it in 

their studying context (Vandermensbrugghe, 2004). Moreover, in contradiction to East Asian 

cultural value, critical thinking is deeply ingrained in Western culture (Atkinson, 1997). It has a 

belief that native English-speaking students registered in US HEIs have been socialized as critical 

thinkers comparing with nonnative-speaking peers who may not have been socialized in such a 

manner (Atkinson, 1997; Benesch, 1999). Atkinson (1997) further asserts his argument by saying 

the main reason is that the Western students have absorbed unconsciously critical thinking through 

their process of socialization in their lives and schools. 

 

2.6 The obstacles for critical thinking 

 

 Several factors can influence students’ critical thinking and their performance in the 

academic environment. Ay and Akgöl’s (2008) findings (as cited in Arslan et al., 2014) propose 

some determinants that can affect the tendency of individual critical thinking. They argue that these 

factors include “age, education, academic field, academic success, socioeconomic level, attending 

social or scientific activities, parental education level and parental occupation” (p.46). With East 

Asian students, together with being influenced by the same determinants as their home peers, they 
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also encounter some specific problems regarding critical thinking while studying in a different 

academic setting. Next, I will discuss the three most common obstacles that may have an impact 

on East Asian student’s critical thinking skills: culture, language and educational background.  

 

 Firstly, culture impacts not only on people’s beliefs about particular aspects of the world 

but also on their nature of cognitive processes (Nisbett et al., 2001, as cited in Grosser & Lombard, 

2008). Besides, critical thinking consistently engages a variety of cognitive activities, including 

evaluating knowledge, solving problems, making arguments and decisions (Chaffee, 1992). In 

Nisbett et al.’s (2001) findings, an individual’s attention tends to be directed outside himself and 

toward the social environment if he lives in a society with many role relations. In other words, it 

means that an individual perceives himself as “embedded within a larger context of which one is 

an interdependent part, it is likely that other objects or events will be perceived in a similar way” 

(Markus & Kitayama, 1991, p.246). That is to say, the more role social relations one has in life, 

the more similar ways they tend to perceive objects or events. In addition, Nisbett et al. (2001) also 

argue that individuals whose social existence is based on harmony would not be supposed to 

cultivate a tradition of debate or confrontation. The fact is that China and other East Asian societies 

belong to this social existence trend (Nisbett et al., 2001).  

 

 Another demonstration points out that different cultures have influenced how critical 

thinking is approached in the classroom (Vierra, 2014). Dominantly, Confucian heritage cultures 

show their similarities in approaching education. The East Asian students from this cultural 

heritage are likely to be in the nature of hierarchy, have a strong respect for their teachers, get used 

to the learning style of transmitting knowledge as well as believe their hard work is a large part of 

success (Vierra, 2014). On the contrary, Western cultures tend to have a more flexible perspective 

on power, constructivist approach to knowledge and believe success results from aptitude 

(Hofstede et al., 2010, as cited in Vierra, 2014). Another example, Subramaniam (2008) found that 

the cultural prominence on higher education plays a crucial role in explaining Asian students’ 

performance in Online learning. His research indicates that a majority of Asian students tend to 

await knowledge as well as assessment from their teachers passively, and have a sense of 

harmonizing with others instead of speaking up their opinions or arguments (Subramaniam, 2008). 
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 The second factor that tends to impact on critical thinking is East Asian students’ language 

proficiency. Many studies show that the drawbacks in critical thinking performance of international 

students could be attributed to their using a second language (English) (Floyd, 2011; Lun et al., 

2010; Paton, 2005). They may not be as proficient in language compared to their native-speaker 

peers, and this might be a reason why the Asian students do not naturally participate in classroom 

discussions (Paton, 2005, as cited in Lun et al., 2010). He explains that insufficient English 

proficiency would make students unconfident in using language to express their critical thinking 

in classrooms even if they want to do so.  

 

 International students, especially Asian learners, have to face a double challenge as they 

do not only must think critically, but they must use their second language to think critically (Floyd, 

2011). Manalo and Sheppard’s (2016) research provides more evidence for this argument when 

they point out that Japanese students show critical evaluation better in Japanese than in English in 

their written works. They suggest that educational strategies for improving non-native speaker, 

student proficiencies in English would be advantageous, which tends to minimize perceived 

inadequacies in non-European students’ critical thinking capabilities (Manalo & Sheppard, 2016). 

Another concerning point that Manalo and Sheppard (2016) emphasized is the importance of 

specific instructions in academic discourse for the critical evaluation regardless of language 

proficiency. A student without receiving accurate instruction of critical evaluation would not be 

likely to know how to effectively determine critical assessment in their work (Manalo & Sheppard, 

2016).  

 

 The third factor that may also affect how students perform in tasks that require critical 

thinking is educational backgrounds (Manalo et al., 2015). In their research, Manalo et al. (2015) 

explored whether educational experiences from different cultures might influence on students’ 

views of critical thinking needed for success in tertiary studies. For example, in Japan, the 

education system has also emphasized the development of students’ thinking skills, just as other 

countries have done. Nevertheless, critical thinking is not designated as a skill that students need 

to develop. This issue was demonstrated as in the report titled “Towards the Enhancement of 

Undergraduate Education” submitted by the Central Council for Education of Japan’s MEXT 

(Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology), which outlined the capabilities 
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that one student should obtain in their bachelor’s degree. These capabilities are based on generic 

skills including communication skills, logical thinking, and problem-solving skills; and knowledge 

or understanding as well as a comprehensive learning and its application but critical thinking is 

never mentioned (Manalo et al., 2015).  

 

 Likewise, other findings show that there is a lack of critical thinking pedagogy at the 

university level in Korea (McGuire, 2007). Dominantly, the university entrance exam, which 

consists of multiple-choice questions testing students on matters of fact, mainly contributes to this 

relative absence of critical thinking pedagogy in the Korean education system. In Korean HEIs, the 

teaching methodologies do not foster much student-centred learning accompanying with critical 

thinking (McGuire, 2007). There is no chance for students to challenge their teachers critically in 

what they teach in the academic context. Therefore, students tend to form their different mindsets 

on how the importance of critical thinking that they need to equip for their success studies and 

future careers afterwards. 

 

 Paton’s (2005) report has a similar argument when it argues that Chinese (East Asian) 

students are strongly affected by their previous learning contexts. Chinese students’ lack of critical 

thinking in academic writing in English is more by cause of inadequate knowledge about the 

subject area and target language proficiency. It means that in international students’ stage of 

development in their studying abroad, it is less apparent for them to realize the cognitive abilities 

related to critical thinking including ‘integrative thinking’ and ‘reflective judgment’ (Paton, 2005, 

p.1). In conclusion, he remarks that culture is not only the central factor underlying Chinese 

students’ poor critical thinking performance but also owing to the lack of training before students 

go to study abroad. For that reason, Paton (2005) suggests it should have various teaching and 

learning strategies to support the development discourse of critical analysis for students new to the 

academy. 
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3 Research Methodology 

 

 The purpose of this study is to clarify perceptions of critical thinking of East Asian 

students who are studying in Norway. In particular, the study aims to investigate how students 

understand critical thinking and how they perceive the expectations of critical thinking set in their 

master courses in Norwegian academic context. Furthermore, the study also examines obstacles 

that East Asian students face while responding to the expectations. Finally, the study explores what 

kind of support students would have needed to improve critical thinking during their studies.  

 

3.1 Research design 

 

 The research questions motivate me to use exploratory research which focuses on the 

discovery insights of critical thinking among East Asian students. This study also offers East Asian 

students a chance to voice their opinions in the understanding of critical thinking and speak up their 

issues concerning critical thinking in their studies which have never discussed before within 

Norwegian academic setting. Therefore, qualitative research is a rational approach to employ in 

this project. The qualitative research is commonly employed to understand people’s experiences 

and to express their perspectives. Sometimes it tends to come up with or generate new theories and 

hypotheses (Johnson & Christensen, 2014). This qualitative research will make sense of what 

viewpoints from East Asian students who are studying higher degrees in Norway with their own 

experiences in critical thinking. The research design as a qualitative approach is also an inquiry in 

which helps me to collect data in face-to-face circumstances by interacting with appointed persons 

in their settings (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  

 

 The research design for this study is a single case study. A case study is considered as a 

method of empirical inquiry using data collection to determine and evaluate the phenomena and 

contribute to understanding phenomena in a holistic and real-life context (Yin, 2009; Creswell, 

2014). According to Johnson & Christensen (2014), this type of case study is named intrinsic case 

study which is popularly employed in exploratory research that assists the researcher to acquire a 
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little-known phenomenon by studying the single case in depth. Therefore, I can put all my time and 

resources to study this single case of a group of East Asian master students within the context of 

UiO. Moreover, by employing the interview study, as a researcher, I can investigate varieties of 

human experience (Kvale, 2006). I can understand the world from the participants’ points of view 

and straighten out the meaning of critical thinking from their perspectives and experiences because 

this interview study offers to give “privileged access to our basic experience of the lived world” 

(Kvale, 1996, p. 54). Besides, the interview study is responsible for the support this exploratory 

research in giving voice to East Asian students and allow them to freely present their understanding 

of critical thinking and their situations regarding critical thinking in their own words. Moreover, 

this interview study also gives access to a close personal interaction between the researchers and 

their participants in getting objective information for the study’s data. Therefore, I can develop an 

in-depth understanding of critical thinking with regards to the participants’ thinking and 

experiences.  

 

3.2 Participants and Data Sources 

 

 In this study, I used a purposeful sampling technique with a snowballing method 

(Merriam, 2009; Cohen et al., 2011; Bryman, 2016) to recruit East Asian international students in 

UiO as the participants for this study. The snowball sampling (also referred to as chain or network 

sampling) is the "most common form of purposeful sampling" (Merriam, 2009, p.79). The 

participants should have sufficient experiences of critical thinking in their studies in Norway, and 

their backgrounds of higher education are critically enough to compare to the Norwegian academic 

setting. Thus, the criteria for the participants is that they must be master students who have been 

living and studying for at least five months in Norway. 

 

 I began by initially getting in contact with the students who were relevant to my criteria 

based on my network with other Eat Asian students within the campus. In the beginning, I began 

with three participants whom I knew within my social contact and whom my friends had 

recommended, from these initial participants, I used snowball sampling to identify five more 

additional participants. In all cases, they were willing to propose me other participants who have 

had the experience relevant to my research and wanted to participate in the study. The total of eight 



 25 

 

students participated in this study. The gender, field of study and length of study are reported in 

Table 4, below. Due to the confidentiality and anonymity of participants, their national 

backgrounds are not mentioned. 

 

 After each interview, the participants received a gift card with a value of 100 kroner as 

the researcher’s appreciation and gratitude. Nevertheless, the participants were not informed of this 

gratification before the interview in order not to affect their voluntary willingness and the quality 

of interviews. To close the interviews, the participants were surprised and happily received the gifts 

in response to their voluntary dedication to this study. 

 

  Table 4. Demographic information of participants 

 

Participants Gender Field of study 
Length of study 

in Norway 

1 Female Comparative and International 

Education 

One year 

2 Female Higher Education One year 

3 Female Japanese Studies Two years 

4 Female Higher Education One year 

5 Male Comparative and International 

Education 

One year 

6 Male Law Five months 

7 Female Philosophy One year 

8 Female Higher education Two and a half 

years 
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3.3 Data collection 

 

 In order to understand in-depth how East Asian students perceived critical thinking in their 

studies, semi-structured interviews were conducted. The semi-structured interviews allowed 

participants to answer in the best way and could help me keep more of an open mind about the 

outlines of what I need to know about so that concepts and theories can emerge out of the data.  

 

 Based on the literature reviews and the main research questions, I developed an interview 

guide, piloted with an East Asian friend who is a master student in UiO. This pilot interview helped 

to ensure the propriety of the tool, the order and the coherence of the questions. A discussion 

followed after the interview to point out what had missed during the interview, what difficulties in 

understanding and answering questions. Moreover, some additional questions were suggested. 

Thereby, some questions were adjusted and added based on the feedback received. In total, the 

interview guide has four themes associated with four main questions. For each theme, it has four 

to five support questions provided involving the analysis of the central themes. The final version 

of the interview guide can be found in Appendix A.  

 

 Before conducting the interview, a consent form was sent through email to participants 

explaining purposes and rationale of the study, how their responses would be useful for the study, 

their right withdrawing from the study any time and the confidentiality of the data. Then, prior to 

the beginning of each interview, a detailed explanation of the aims of the study and the main 

themes, which would be discussed, were provided to the participants, and they could have a chance 

to ask some questions regarding the study and consent form. With their approval to participate in 

the interviews, participants signed the consent forms, which were kept in safe storage after that 

(See consent form in Appendix B). 

 

 The interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ permissions. The interviews lasted 

approximately 30-45 minutes. To record the interviews, I used mobile solutions offered from 

University Center for Information Technology (USIT) of UiO. This solution assisted two systems 

as Sensitive Data Services (TSD) and Webform in integrating both the secure collection and data 

storage process. By using the apps Diktafon installed on the mobile phone, after each interview, 
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the recording was automatically delivered directly to the secure storage in Webform account 

without saving in the private mobile phone.  

 

 Nevertheless, because of privacy and personal reasons, one participant agreed to attend 

the interview with the requirement without recording the interview but taking interview notes 

instead. With this in mind, this participant helped in repeating, illustrating and explaining the ideas 

in a more precise way if I did not follow his point while asking questions and taking note 

simultaneously during the interview. Each interview covered the same list of questions and 

followed the same interview guide (Appendix A). However, some participants illustrated and 

shared their points with more examples than others did, which resulted in variation in total 

interview time. Furthermore, depending on how clear the participants’ answers in each case, during 

the interview, some probing questions throughout all main topics were considered to use to open 

up a chance for participants to express their in-depth opinions and perspectives. All the interviews 

were held in study rooms in the main library of the campus, making sure that the participants had 

a comfortable vibe to join the interview without distraction from the surroundings. The transcribing 

was carried out soon after each interview, accompanied by observation report in order to get 

participants’ moment feelings genuinely, their ideas as well as their expressions during the 

interview. All verbatim transcripts were sent back to participants for reviewing and correcting. 

Then the collected data will be stored in anonymous form until thesis presentation, and then they 

will be deleted all. 

 

3.4 Data analysis 

 

 Followed by the data collection, the interviews were transcribed soon after each interview 

in order to send them back to each interviewee for review and correction. The data consisted of a 

total of 65 pages of transcribed interviews. I employed the thematic analysis approach to identify 

the patterns (themes) regarding East Asian students’ understanding of critical thinking within data 

(cf. Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.79; Johnson & Christensen, 2014, p.600). I carried out my data 

analysis following the guidance in the process of the thematic analysis of Braun and Clarke (2006, 

p.87). In the beginning, I tried to get familiar with the data collected during transcribing data by re-

listening the interviews many times to make sure that I have got detailed verbatim transcripts. Once 
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finished purification of all the transcripts, I reread the verbatim transcripts many times, underlined 

main issues relating to the purpose of this study and wrote down initial ideas directly into hard 

copies.  

 

 After getting familiar with all transcripts, I employed the NVIVO program with the 

guidance of coding in the qualitative research method of Saldaña (2013) to create initial codes for 

the data. I began with the first interview, which was analyzed, and an analytic memo was written 

with provisional codes and my preliminary interpretation (Saldaña, 2013). Based on literature 

reviews and theoretical framework, some provisional codes related to the ways of understanding 

critical thinking focusing on skills (abilities) or dispositions (attitudes), obstacles in cultural 

backgrounds, educational backgrounds or language were used. After analyzing each additional 

interview, extra provisional codes were accumulated more in the initial codebook which is “a table 

that contains a list of predetermined codes that researcher use for coding the data” (Creswell, 2014, 

p.199). Furthermore, following Saldaña’s (2013), I used First Cycle coding methods to identify 

more potential codes, including Vivo coding, emotion coding, descriptive coding, as well as versus 

coding. In total, it consisted of 26 initial codes for this step of generating initial codes.  

 

 In the next step of Second Cycle coding methods (Saldaña, 2013), it requires “analytic 

skills as classifying, prioritizing, integrating, synthesizing, abstracting, conceptualizing and theory 

building” (p.58). I employed code mapping to transform my initial codes into organized and 

structured categories and subcategories, then into remarkable themes afterwards. For example, the 

theme of the East Asian students’ understanding of critical thinking has two categories those are 

skills (or abilities) and dispositions (or attitudes). Within each category of skills and dispositions, 

it contains a cluster of similar codes that share defining characteristics relating to abilities or 

attitudes, respectively. This data analysis was inductively built from particular codes to general 

themes. Therefore, the whole coding process was used to clarify the initial codebook by collapsing 

former codes into broader categories in order to create relevant themes. In total, the codebook has 

four broad themes following with categories, subcategories and final codes involved (see Appendix 

C for the final codebook). 
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3.5 Validity and reliability 

 

 Validity and reliability have been broadly used as vital criteria for determining the quality 

of qualitative studies (Yin, 2009). Therefore, some issues relating to validity and reliability should 

be aware and concerned about the assessment of the criteria in this qualitative work. 

 

 Internal validity concerns the accuracy in both quantitative and qualitative research. It 

means the findings generated from the collected data should “describe accurately the phenomena 

being researched” (Cohen et al., 2011, p.135). According to Creswell (2014), the member checking 

along with the clarification of researcher bias which is known as the researcher’s role is as main 

strategies in ensuring internal validity of this qualitative research. Due to the researcher’s identity 

of being an East Asian master student in the UiO, many experiences, related to critical thinking 

while studying abroad cause some certain biases to this study. Therefore, member checking 

technique was applied to address the biases in interpreting the data. I employed this technique 

during the interview process by summarizing the information from participants and questioning 

them to ascertain the accuracy of the data. The final report was necessarily sent back to participants 

in order to let them critically analyze and judge the findings. Hence, I had a chance to ask for 

participants’ views, whether the findings and interpretations of the study have credibility.  

 

 External validity is concerned with the extent to which the results can be generalized to 

broader populations, cases or situations (Cohen et al., 2011; Johnson & Christensen, 2014). 

Although snowball samples may limit the variation in this research’s sample and reduce its 

generalizability (Allen, 2017), it is hardly possible to approach this small size sampling of East 

Asian students without drawing the sample from "accessible populations" (Johnson & Christensen, 

2014, p.292). Therefore, in order to strengthen external validity in this study, setting criteria for 

participants, a clear rationale for selecting of the case variance as well as providing a clear rationale 

for selecting the case and reporting results in a transparent and understandable mode. 

  

 In qualitative research, reliability is related to the question with the same procedures used 

in the study were conducted again, whether the repetition of a study would come to the same 

conclusions. In interviews, many different interpretations of the qualitative data can be avoided 
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because they are based on peoples’ real life and one’s own experiences. Therefore, in order to 

ensure the reliability of this research, I used a detailed logical interview guide which helped my 

participants to understand each question in the same ways and comfortable share their own 

experiences following probing questions. After transcribing, I sent transcripts and the draft report 

of this study to all my participants to ask their contribution of checking the data’s interpretation. 

Moreover, data collection, as well as analysis strategies used, have been thoroughly reported in 

detail to provide a clear and accurate picture of the methods used in this study. 

 

3.6 Ethical concerns 

 

 In the present study, I followed the ethical guidelines of NSD and UiO. Firstly, a 

notification to the NSD in order to get approval before conducting the interviews was mandatory. 

According to UiO and the NSD guidelines, an informed consent form comprising information 

letter part and consent form part was a necessity for the participants (as seen in Appendix B). This 

form provides detailed information about the purpose of the project, the criteria of participants 

selection, the type of data being collected and how the data being collected, the rights of voluntary 

participation and the confidential commitments for participants. The participants were recruited 

only after receiving approval from the NSD. The informed consent forms were sent to participants 

by mail earlier before each interview. Participants were asked to sign in the consent forms, which 

were stored later separated from the data. Also, in this study, all the collected personal data 

collected was stored in UiO’s secure account by means of university’s process relevant to the 

principles in GDPR Art.5 of the general data protection regulation (GDPR). 

 

In addition, a guarantee of minimizing any sensitive harm to the benefits of participants 

was necessary. For example, in order to protect the confidentiality of the participant, any names or 

other identifiable information will not be shown in the data, just only coding as numbers will be 

assigned to eight participants. Before and during the process of interviews, it was ensured that 

participants were in good conditions to give out the best results without any stress or uncomfortable 

feelings. Last but not least, I tried to avoid all kinds of bias and make the study more objective. 

Being honesty also should be considered in this study. Therefore, the sample select Asian 

international students who have stayed to study in Norway for at least five months from different 
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programs, including the Faculty of Educational Sciences, Faculty of Humanities, Faculty of Law. 

Before collecting data, a detailed but flexible interview guideline with coherent probing questions, 

which was improved after a pilot interview was prepared carefully. During the interview, the 

neutral and open-ended questions were also concerned and asked. 
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4 Findings 

 

 This chapter presents the results of the data to answer the main research questions, along 

with some relevant themes, which have emerged, concerning each research question.  

 

4.1 The East Asian students’ understanding of critical thinking 

 

 In order to investigate how East Asian students’ understanding of critical thinking, it is 

necessary to know to what extent they are familiar with the critical thinking required in their 

studies. The data show that all eight East Asian participants have experienced more or less critical 

thinking after finishing bachelor degrees back to their home countries. Moreover, despite 

specializing in different fields, they admitted the usefulness of critical thinking was in their master 

courses within the academic settings in Norway. Critical thinking in their master courses is 

demanding, and it highly requires proper preparations for academic activities. For them, the 

environment in UiO is ideal in which they can meet different people from different nationalities, 

educational backgrounds to practice their critical thinking. They can learn from others to improve 

their critical thinking in a better way. Following that, for at least five months of experiencing 

critical thinking in Norwegian academic context, they have formed their conceptions of critical 

thinking fundamentally and singled out the elements, related to it in their academic activities.  

 

 Table 5 summarizes the ways how students understood critical thinking in relation to the 

skill and disposition elements of critical thinking. 

 

Table 5. Summary of East Asian students’ conceptions of critical thinking 

 

 Elements of critical thinking Student participants 

Skills  

(or abilities) 

Having one’s own opinions  P1, P2, P3 

Disagreeing, having arguments and criticizing  
P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, 

P6, P7, P8 
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Reasoning and explaining  P1, P2, P8 

Raising questions 
 

P1, P3, P5, P7 

Dispositions 

(or attitudes) 

Being skeptical  P2, P6, P7 

Deep understanding of people’s opinions  P4, P5, P8 

Appreciating different perspectives P1, P2, P5 

Being eager in finding out better alternatives P3, P4, P7 

 

 

Critical thinking as skills (or abilities) 

 

 Accordingly, the five skills listed above were repeated when students talked about their 

understanding of critical thinking. First of all, the ability to have one’s own opinions is considered 

as defining critical thinking according to three participants’ viewpoints. They agreed that in 

academic activities, particularly in writing, the skill of having their own opinions is the most 

crucially important. This skill requires students to search and read many materials, synthesize and 

compare different opinions in order to form their final viewpoints. Following that, the students can 

have their own opinions based on what they have learnt, discussed, and understood to apply in their 

written assignments. However, some of the East Asian students have not yet been familiar with 

this skill so far. They said that they had never thought that the purpose of studying at university is 

to generate their own opinions before they came to Norway. They described how they still struggle 

with forming their own opinions on the basis of study materials. 

 

 Secondly, many students considered the skill of disagreeing; having arguments and 

criticizing as defining critical thinking. According to their understanding, it is a signal of being 

critical thinking if it has the action of opposing or disagreeing to the classmates’ or teachers’ 

opinions in the class. Participant 5 asserted that: 

 

If everybody keeps quiet and taking notes, I am not saying that critical thinking is not happening 

but that could definitely better by having to exchange our different critical thoughts. Like I said, 

my critical thinking needs to be criticized as well. 
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 This idea of criticizing is similar to Participant 7’s perspective when this student claimed 

that critical thinking is the essence in her major of Philosophy. Critical thinking is criticizing other’s 

opinions and presenting convincing arguments to persuade others. Likewise, Participant 6, who is 

specializing in Law, highlighted that during the in-class discussion, students should have more than 

one answer, and multiple arguments to persuade others.  

 

 Thirdly, East Asian students perceived the ability of reasoning and explaining as one of 

the vital skills of critical thinking because this ability is essential to support one’s viewpoints and 

opinions. Students should be able to reason logically and explain how they have come up with 

those conclusions. This was illustrated by one of the participants as follows: 

 

In reading, sometimes the authors have different opinions, and I think it is kind of interesting 

that which side I agree with, and to think about the reason why I am on that side. I think it is a 

kind of critical thinking. (Participant 2) 

 

 With the next skill, raising questions was also quite often mentioned. From the 

participants’ point of views, the ability to ask questions stimulates their minds while attending 

academic activities. The depth and quality of thinking will be improved through raising questions.  

 

Usually, when teachers say something, students will ask questions like ‘why’ is that. I think that 

is the point of thing you mean by critical thinking. (Participant 3) 

 

I would say maybe not taking everything or maybe try to go behind okay, why this, why that, 

asking kind of fundamental questions. (Participant 5) 

 

 The final skills of critical thinking, mentioned by four participants, were evaluating and 

analyzing which were considered as abilities to assess the credibility of claims or information, 

examining and identifying whether opinions or judgements are reasonable. The following 

examples below illustrate these skills: 
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As master students, we have to evaluate the readings. So, we have to engage in the reading 

process and see whether the authors present enough supporting sentences. Moreover, if the 

arguments of the others are clear or if it makes sense. (Participant 1) 

 

When thinking of ‘critical thinking’, what comes to my mind is whether that is true or not, 

whether that is reasonable or not. (Participant 6) 

 

Critical thinking as dispositions (or attitudes) 

 

 As shown in Table 5, East Asian students mentioned four elements that were related to 

critical dispositions. Firstly, the students (P2, P6, P7) mentioned that having the habit of being 

skeptical towards other’s opinions or being careful in taking in information are essential aspects of 

critical thinking. As shown in the example below, participants shared their ideas of critical 

thinking’s conception: 

 

Critical thinking means that when you hear others say something, you do not take it true 

immediately because you need to check the source, the logic, and you need more resources to 

compare. (Participant 7) 

 

 Another disposition is a deep understanding of people’s opinions. Critical thinking means 

that an individual makes an effort to know obvious and in-depth others’ opinions and ideas. For 

example, Participant 8 emphasized that critical thinking is the way to understand the more profound 

form of using different languages, the attitudes and the emotions of the authors behind the facts. 

 

 Thirdly, according to the East Asian viewpoints, the attitude of appreciating different 

perspectives is helpful to approach different sides and opinions. From that, generating information 

and having one’s own opinions are easy for carrying out. As shown in the example below, students 

felt positive to know different opinions: 

 

I think it is beneficial to read about both sides and see what different people have different 

opinions and what they are fighting for. I think that is helpful because I can just not follow one 
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opinion. After all, it is easy to follow one opinion if you just know one opinion but if you know 

three, four, five opinions then it is easy for you to have your own one. (Participant 1) 

 

 The last but not least disposition of critical thinking, it is being eager in finding out better 

alternatives. The students claimed that critical thinking means eagerly discovering better arguments 

when analyzing an article or against an issue. For instance, participants shared their own experience 

of critical thinking as follows: 

 

We were discussing what a good way for student learning is. When I said like you know in my 

country, students are kind of listening to teachers quietly. However, some other countries 

students are quite positive. We did not know which is better, so we excitedly tried to be kind of 

discussion. (Participant 4) 

 

4.2 Experiences and reflections of critical thinking among East 

Asian students  

 

 Through the perspectives of understanding fundamental conceptions of critical thinking, 

East Asian students have had the expectations of critical thinking from the courses as well as how 

critical thinking was manifested and performed within their academic activities. Therefore, it is 

reasonably crucial to investigate more their practical experiences, feelings and reflections about 

critical thinking integrated into their studies. This section is divided into three parts regarding 

experiences of expectations in critical thinking, the students’ emotional reflections on critical 

thinking, the students’ motivational reflections on critical thinking. 

 

4.2.1 Experiences of teachers’ expectations in critical thinking 

 

 According to almost all participants, there was no clear expectation requiring directly from 

teachers. Through the feedbacks and comments in written assignments or critical questions in 

lectures and within-class discussions, students could recognize what their teachers expect from 

applying critical thinking in their academic activities. Especially in writing, some of the 
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participants even could have a high expectation in critical thinking but did not receive initially 

explicit guidance on how to employ critical thinking in this academic activity. Students mentioned 

that gaining critical thinking is their significant efforts, which is really on their own. Based on the 

characteristics of master courses which encourages the self-improvement and self-reliance from 

the students, teachers become guides to teach students how to think, not what to think in their study. 

Participant 5 stated that: 

 

I would say more students agree with me in the sense that we just need to sort of figure things 

really in our own. I am not telling in terms of like guidance, but more the nature of field I think 

to put our individual responsibility a lot.  

 

Following that, in answering the question about the perception of the expectation from 

teachers, participants also sensed that the teachers just encourage students to think but do not give 

out a clear expectation in what students have to think. In that way, students can develop their own 

thinking enough for the accomplishment of their master degrees. Another example claimed about 

the expectations of the teachers with an interesting comparison as follows: 

 

They do not give you what they really want. They do not give you a clear idea of how you need 

to do this. They just give you general ideas. So, you do not really know what they really want[...] 

I think what they want is they want to buy clothes, they do not know what clothes while they are 

shopping until they can see the perfect one and it means your essay is nice. However, they cannot 

tell you what the colour or design or how you need to do; you have to make the perfect clothes 

for them (Participant 4). 

 

 However, according to East Asian students, learning to think critically is the most 

significant but strenuous activity in academic life, especially for master courses. Reading, 

discussing or writing in a critical way requires students hard-working practice and patience. In 

other words, they feel it is challenging to make their best effort regarding practicing critical 

thinking in academic activities. Otherwise, the students admitted that they tend to be tempted by 

not thinking critically, just agreeing and following others’ ideas instead of having their opinions in 

their academic activities because it seems to have less work to do without critical thinking. The 
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following example illustrates how participants feel the strenuousness of applying critical thinking 

in academic activities: 

 

We do our own reading at home, and it is really demanding. For reading, you need to think, 

and also prepare for the discussion in the class. Another thing is that we come from different 

backgrounds. It is lots of information like how to navigate down and understand them from 

perceptions, viewpoints of the speakers. It is quite a lot of thinking. (Participant 8) 

 

 From students’ perceptions, guiding critical thinking is not an easy job for teachers, 

especially within an international class as the master course. It demands professional techniques 

and experiences from teachers to guide and stimulate the students in being critical thinking. East 

Asian students perceived that in an international classroom, making all students think critically is 

a challenging job for all the teachers to implement. For example, Participant 6 asserted that critical 

thinking is prerequisite in Law Faculty, but this is a challenge for the teachers because it is not easy 

to teach students to have critical thinking. Participant 5 used to be an English teacher in an 

elementary school, and this student shared the compassionate feeling with educators teaching in a 

higher education context that: 

 

However, even within that short time of teaching for two years, having been a teacher for me, it 

is kind of so difficult in critical thinking to the students. So, I can imagine how difficult it could 

be, and I do not know or maybe not. I guess it would be demanding as you were in the university 

context when you do the lecture as the professor. 

 

4.2.2 Emotional reflections 

 

 The emotional reflection of students is one of the essential aspects to investigate in the 

study of critical thinking among East Asian students. The students perceived that their emotions 

could influence and relate to critical thinking in their studies to some extent. Different emotions 

can affect critical thinking’s practices positively or negatively. By understanding East Asian 

students’ emotional reflections, it can help the educators or teachers have an in-deep outlook in 

what is happened with the East Asian group in practicing and performing critical thinking within 
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academic or classroom activities. Figure 1 below shows four joint emotional reflections basing on 

the answers of participants regarding their emotions while practicing critical thinking in their 

studies. 

Figure 1. East Asian students’ emotional reflections on CT as the whole works 

 

 Firstly, the participants shared their potentially affective reactions when practicing critical 

thinking in their academic activities. It can be an uncomfortable feeling because of arguing in the 

class or quickly getting emotional when expressing the opinions. As shown in the example below, 

participants gave out a particular situation that when giving out arguments to explain their opinions, 

getting emotional easily made them forget all the points which they would like to say: 

 

Moreover, in-class discussions, it is tough for me because I do not like arguing with people. So, 

I am not good at giving out opinions [...] I mean when I try to say something, and I get emotional, 

and I kind of lost, like during the conversation and I kind of forget the point I want to say. 

(Participant 4) 

 

 Furthermore, when practicing critical thinking, students have to deal with the vulnerable 

states. East Asian students felt that engaging in argumentation requires them to endure their 

emotional states and reactions. In other words, if an individual practices critical thinking, he or she 

will suffer more when voicing out their minds in the lectures. Participant 5 stated that:  

 

Emotional reflections

Affective reactions 
against CT

Inferior feeling 
against CT

Negative emotion 
against not being 

critical thinker

Positive emotion of 
being critical 

thinker
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I as my personal experiences said that or whatever but critical thinking and voicing that out 

such a certain is not an easy thing, not everybody has the guts or the knowledge or the will to 

speak out their mind. 

 

 Another aspect of emotional reflections is the inferior feeling raised by East Asian 

students against their Western peers and even their teachers. In academic activities, East Asian 

students felt disadvantaged compared to their Western classmates owing to the cultural or language 

barrier. East Asian students perceived that critical thinking is a natural, normal topic to Western 

classmates. The latter do not understand the fact that their East Asian peers are struggling with 

these new types of practices with which they were not familiar before. Furthermore, this inferior 

feeling of East Asian students even happens against their teachers in the class. 

 

For other students, especially Western students, I think they can find the link of each question. 

Like they have their own ideas opinions because they can link all the information. This is one of 

my obstacles because I cannot connect information. I cannot get what the importance is, what 

is the intention […]. I think it is difficult for Western people to know that the fact East Asian 

students struggle with critical thinking before, I think it is a normal and natural thing for 

Western students. (Participant 2) 

 

But in my heart, I feel my teachers, my professors, who you even can google them. They are the 

top star in their own fields. We ask and discuss the questions with them. I feel kind of unconfident 

to discuss and give my own opinions. (Participant 3) 

 

Likewise, East Asian participants also expressed their reflection that Western students 

always have their own opinions because they easily find out the link between each question. That 

is the obstacle in connecting information and find out what is the importance, the intention for the 

questions. Due to this inferior feeling, East Asian students become unconfident to practice their 

critical thinking, and their mindset makes them hesitant in giving out their opinions because that is 

the job of Western students or teachers. Therefore, this inferior feeling tends to restrict East Asian 

students to practice and improve the core of critical skills.  
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 The third emotional reflection among East Asian students is the negative emotion against 

not being a critical thinker. With them, practicing critical thinking is not an easy work to deal with 

when responding to the expectation of critical thinking from the course. Therefore, they perceived 

they could not frequently practice critical thinking all the time in their studies. As consequences, if 

East Asian students do not have critical thinking in their academic activities, they feel unsatisfied 

and do not feel comfortable about that. Their mindset would like to escape from that when they 

hear the word ‘critical thinking’. 

 

If I hear critical thinking, I want to escape[...] For me, that is something I am not good at 

because I was not taught to think critically in school. (Participant 4) 

 

 Sometimes they have negative feelings in keeping quiet towards questions from teachers. 

Participants shared their uncomfortable feeling that in the discussion, they are often silent because 

they are unconfident in giving out the right and perfect answer for teachers’ opening questions. 

The following example illustrates how they feel uncomfortable and hostile toward teachers’ 

questions: 

 

 I do not really feel good about this […] In the class, the teacher keeps asking why is that, what 

do you think, I really hate those kinds of questions. (Participant 3) 

 

 On the other hands, the reflection of positive emotions from being critical thinkers will 

impact effectively to the disposition of practicing thinking critically. Participants shared that in the 

reading activity, it is helpful to read both sides of opposing theories to compare and generate 

different opinions to create their own opinions for one issue. They also shared their feeling for the 

first time of asking questions and having the debate in the class, which they could feel actually very 

healthy in their thinking that they did not have the chance in their homeland educational 

backgrounds. Another academic activity as in discussions, positivity and excitement in sharing 

ideas can help students stimulate their critical thinking in a better way. The following examples 

illustrate the positive emotions in being critical thinkers among participants: 
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I like how we have many groups works. We can engage in discussions, and everyone has their 

opportunities to speak up in groups. And I quite like that way (Participant 4). 

 

We all feel like okay it has quite a lot to do and require demanding but not in this program, but 

we all feel pleased with the class we have. We sit in together, and we have a discussion with, 

and we have one of our professors leading us and facilitating our thoughts (Participant 8). 

 

 After study experiences in Norway, students will have the habits of appreciating different 

ideas, being more comfortable to present and explain their ideas in the class and creating new 

knowledge as their own critical opinions. 

 

4.2.3 Motivational reflections 

 

 Like the benefit of positive emotion of critical thinking, students reflected that their self-

determination of the importance of critical thinking in their majors affects them much in acting to 

be critical thinking. If students self-determinate themselves about how important critical thinking 

in their major, they will make their effort to practice good habit of thinking. Otherwise, if they do 

not have the ability of critical thinking, they are willing to reach the cores of critical thinking skills 

themselves. Participant 6 perceived critical thinking is quite common in law study, so almost all 

teachers in this field always have high expectation on the students in terms of critical thinking. 

Other examples, as shown below, illustrate how self-determination of the significance of critical 

thinking within the majors motivates students in practicing critical thinking: 

 

I think all the students in Philosophy have critical thinking skill already. Because if they do not 

have that, firstly, they do not study Philosophy, because, in my country, Philosophy is not so 

popular. Also, if you do not have critical thinking, you cannot do philosophy. (Participant 7) 

 

I am studying Comparative and International Education, so it naturally involves looking at 

different educational contexts so definitely involving in logical dialogues and promoting critical 

thinking. (Participant 5) 
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 Another motivation for being a critical thinker is the external factors from surroundings. 

There can be classmates as role models or expectations related to the assignments. These can help 

students to set up their mind in the willingness of practicing critical thinking in their studies. East 

Asian participants realized that they should engage in critical thinking in their written assignments 

in order to give out their creative thoughts and ideas instead of just presenting facts and ideas 

already in materials. Their motivation for being critical thinkers is to make the papers much more 

interesting to get good results and feedback from teachers. The following statement shows the 

external factor from participants’ classmates to motivate critical thinking: 

 

I think I am studying here, and I have realized that I have to be more critical for my study. I 

think I was influenced by my classmates, for example. Yeah, some students in my class are very 

good at thinking critically and logically, which I am not good at. I want to be in that way, more 

like in a logical way. (Participant 4) 

 

4.3 Obstacles for East Asian students in critical thinking 

 

 All participants shared some formidable obstacles, which restrains them from performing 

critical thinking inefficiently in their studies. Besides some significant issues, which relate to 

different cultural background, language limitation, previous educational backgrounds, personal 

quality are one of the common barriers East Asian students concerned. In a nutshell, all these 

obstacles influence directly in students’ being critical thinking in their academic activities. 

 

4.3.1 Obstacles related to cultural backgrounds 

 

 The East Asian students perceived that their homelands which are strongly influenced by 

Confucianism, are integrated more by the shame culture. The shame culture means that people are 

afraid of being different or socially inappropriate in the community. They are afraid of being wrong 

or receiving negative judgments from the community. Thus, the East Asian culture tends to set 

common ideas and actions for the whole rest of the community. As a result, within the class, the 

students are afraid of creating difficulties for their teachers and friends or make their teachers and 

friends embarrassed if they keep asking challenging or rough questions.  On the contrary, in 
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Western countries like Norway, the teachers happily encourage students to express different ideas 

and opinions. Participant 2 asserted that: 

 

If I translate directly into English, my culture means shame culture. We are ashamed to make 

some mistakes, we are ashamed to make someone embarrassed, and we are ashamed to say our 

own opinions clearly to someone. It is regarded as an aggressive or negative thing. 

 

 The students showed their surprise when seeing their classmates comfortably speaking up 

their opinions in the class, which has never happened back to their country.  

 

 East Asian students also reported that the Confucian culture of hierarchy influences on 

their critical thinking practices. Students coming from CHCs are accustomed to being nonactive in 

class due to their mindset of hierarchical relationship with their teachers. Back to their home 

countries, hierarchic level appears in class as teachers always have a superior status against 

students. The teachers are supposed to be older and have their authority against students. Therefore, 

any activities as asking random questions and saying one’s own opinions from students are 

considered inappropriate and disrespectful to the teachers, as shown in the following quote: 

 

In my country, it is not common to say our own opinions, especially to the professor, it is rude 

because you know, we do not want to embarrassed professors by asking some random questions 

during the class. (Participant 2) 

 

 According to East Asian students, the CHCs and hierarchy also contribute to a culture of 

acceptance. Students influenced by Confucian culture tend to accept and follow all teachers’ 

opinions no matter what they say. Critical thinking is not required in the class because students 

have to agree with everything from teachers. In this way, it does not stimulate and to some extent, 

restricts students’ willingness to practice critical thinking skills and dispositions for students. The 

difference between the two cultures is illustrated, as shown in the example below: 

 

Back in my country, we can do the observed way. You do not ask the question a lot to the teachers 

often when the teachers say. You do not discuss whether that is right or wrong, and you do not 
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tell them whether you are not satisfied with their methods. Here in Norway, my classmates are 

different, and they can talk to the teachers just like I am talking to you. (Participant 3) 

 

 Therefore, the hierarchical mindset of homeland academic setting does not appreciate and 

treasure critical thinking much and considers that it is not their priority skill for teaching students. 

One participant expressed the experience before enrolling to study in Norway: 

 

We knew that critical thinking is important, but we were not about to use critical thinking in our 

class, like how we were taught. So before coming here, I thought it was not my thing (Participant 

2). 

 

4.3.2 Obstacles related to language  

 

 In the interviews, the student participants mentioned several language-related issues that 

hindered them from engaging in critical thinking. Firstly, according to East Asian students, 

language can influence their ways of thinking. For them, language is not only a tool to express their 

thoughts but a tool to think. East Asian participants proposed the example that if they think and 

solves one problem in their native language, the way of thinking would be different from thinking 

and using English as a second language to solve the same problem. In here, the participants did not 

mention whether they tend to be more positive in critical thinking when using English instead of 

their mother tongues. However, they admitted that thinking in and speaking the second language 

make their attitudes towards a problem or a situation differently. 

 

Language is not just to affect critical thinking in a level of a tool in my perception, but it does 

affect the way that I think too. (Participant 8) 

 

 Secondly, East Asian students perceived that using the second language does affect the 

ability to visualize their own opinions, ideas and the structure of explaining their opinions or ideas 

rationally. Discussing, reading and writing are all daily academic activities students usually deal in 

their studies. In discussing, the students claimed that it is not simple to arrange ideas logically in 

an organized structure way when speaking up their opinions in the class. Furthermore, mainly the 
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whole writing process is the reflection of thinking. Before writing, the students have to read lots of 

literature reviews and materials to understand, synthesize and compare different opposing 

perspectives. As a consequence, the students are easily stuck in difficulty concerning their 

reflections on critical thinking due to their language limitation. As shown in the example below, if 

the students cannot visualize and synthesize ideas, based on other perspectives, it is not possible to 

develop and generate their thoughts and arguments: 

 

I am not good at English. Thus, I struggle to understand some terms, so I cannot visualize my 

ideas. I have to consider something, I kind of picture in my brain when I try to make an image 

and connect things and make a big picture. However, if I do not get a clear image each term, I 

cannot have a general picture. (Participant 2) 

 

 Thirdly, the participants expressed that because of using a second language, they need 

more time to understand and respond to questions. Participants admitted that sometimes, they do 

not know and understand some of the academic terms in the class. They have to struggle a lot in 

following what teachers’ sayings and catching up with the teachers’ questions at that time. This 

issue was illustrated by one of the participants as follows: 

 

I struggle to understand what teachers require and the meaning of the questions. I am not sure 

whether I understand the questions clearly. (Participant 2) 

 

 As a consequence, East Asian students tend to be hesitant in giving out their opinions or 

share their ideas with others. Getting troubles in language limitation to understand the lectures or 

questions, students need to have more time to think over their clear explanation for their opinions 

in the class than other native speakers. Thus, it can cause an interruption in sharing and comparing 

critical thinking among students and lessen the chances of interaction with critical thinking ideas 

among students. As shown in the following example, the language barrier hinders students from 

giving out an immediate answer to the teachers’ questions: 

 



 47 

 

I think definitely language can be affected because people who are kind of like quieter in the 

class are non-native speakers in English. For me, I do not speak so much because of my 

language limitation, so I have something in my mind, or I need some time. (Participant 3) 

 

4.3.3 Obstacles related to educational background  

 

 East Asian participants perceived that their homeland’s testing and assessment system 

forces students to accept and believe in all knowledge taught. In other words, knowledge from 

teachers and book materials which are factual information transferred to students to be memorized 

for the exams. The multiple-choice questions testing or writing exam based on factual information 

do not encourage students to employ their critical thinking in giving out their answers. Furthermore, 

the assessment standards do not appreciate the critical thinking employed in student’s assignments. 

It is inappropriate if the students express their opinions against teachers’ opinions in exam 

assignments. Thus, in the class, there is not enough time for the students to have questions against 

teachers or giving out their opinions. If some students ask questions or speak up their perspective 

in the class, it is supposed to be rude or impolite because it affects the teaching hours and interrupts 

the time of transmitting knowledge from the teachers. Instead of having critical thinking activities 

such as discussing, questioning to analyze issues and facts, the students try their best to cram 

themselves all transmitting knowledge from their teachers for the coming exams. Students had their 

feeling that there was no chance for them to practice their critical thinking in their homeland 

educational backgrounds.  

 

In my country, when you try to practice critical thinking, everyone will think you are rude 

because if you talk too much in the class, keep asking questions and people just think you are 

taking too much time because everybody has to learn something because we have exams coming. 

We have exams, it was writing exams, but sometimes it is not about our own opinions, but is 

about what we have learned (Participant 1). 

 

 Back to East Asian academic backgrounds, education is based on the memorization of 

one-sided knowledge. Although it is proposed that critical thinking is essential in the academic 

setting, educators are not about to use or encourage the students to be critical thinking in class. East 
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Asian students perceived that their homeland’s lecturers do not expect the students to think about 

one issue or motivate the students to be think critically in their studies. The teachers do not have 

questions on students excepting their opinions conveying to their students. With students, they are 

not taught to question what they are supposed to believe. East Asian participants shared that they 

are surprised when observing many students speaking up their opinions and try to ask the professors 

whenever they have chances during the lectures, which have never happened inside the class in 

their homeland countries. Therefore, it was not easy to be familiar and took a long time for them 

to get along with practices of giving questions or their opinions within the class. Above all, without 

the teachers’ encouragement to stimulate students’ thinking, East Asian students have got used to 

passive learning by barely absorbing one-sided opinion and knowledge from their teachers. 

  

In my country, what I usually got is that when you raise a question or when you say something, 

what you got is the lecturers’ opinions on it. It is more like about what you remember, what you 

believe in but not about what you think or have critical questions to know and question what 

you believe in. In here, of course, I do receive a lot of opinions from lecturers, but before that, 

it is usually questions like they give you questions to reflect yourself (Participant 8). 

 

4.3.4 Obstacles related to personal qualities 

 

 Almost all participants mentioned that the personal qualities could limit their motivation 

for being critical thinkers, or could at least impact their critical thinking performance. In general, 

it has many personal qualities which are considered as personal characteristics of an individual that 

can influence on practicing critical thinking.  

 

 First of all, East Asian students perceived the personal characteristics as being afraid of 

making mistakes, being unconfident or easily getting emotional can contribute some barriers and 

limitation in their performance of critical thinking. For example, if one student keeps silent in the 

class activities, it does not affirm that he or she does not have critical thinking in that context. In 

other words, the thinking process still takes place, but those personal qualities resist the students to 

speak up their opinions. For example, Participant 5 shared the perspective that it will be better if it 
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has criticism among the students’ critical thinking in the way of sharing ideas and getting feedback 

or arguments from others. Another participant shared the experience: 

 

When teachers ask questions, I need a lot of time to feel what they are talking about. Maybe I 

understand but maybe not. The main thing is that I do not want to be wrong, which is kind of 

fear. (Participant 3) 

 

 Another habitual temptation, such as being lazy in thinking, can lead students to not 

practicing their thinking at all. Participants shared their experience that though they tried to use 

critical thinking in their studies, sometimes it was easier for them to accept or follow the theories 

without any questions or to having arguments. Another personal quality as being conservative is 

likely to restrict the attitude of being appreciated by different perspectives. For example, East Asian 

participants admitted that they are not good at critical thinking because their conservativeness 

restricts them to concern or accept other’s different point of views. 

 

4.4 East Asian students’ experiences in critical thinking 

instructions 

 

4.4.1 Teacher’s roles in critical thinking 

 

 First of all, according to East Asian students, they do not receive a direct expectation about 

critical thinking but indirect encouragements and pieces of advice of being critical thinkers from 

their teachers through academic activities. East Asian students perceived that critical thinking is 

not a term to learn; they have not got any formal lessons in critical thinking during their courses. 

For instance, participants claimed that no teacher told them about the methods of thinking critically, 

such as how to apply critical thinking into written assignments. However, they think that their 

teachers expect high in critical thinking. Otherwise, East Asian students have understood the 

implication that critical thinking is a requirement for students to reach in reading, writing or 

discussions. By raising questions through the discussions or giving feedbacks for the students’ 

written assignments, teachers let students recognize themselves how significant critical thinking in 
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their studies as well as their constraints regarding critical thinking. However, the teachers never 

say directly about it, as illustrated in the following example: 

 

The teachers do not say directly that students must be more critical, but they kind of give us 

concrete advice. The way they ask questions is kind of you to have to use critical thinking. It 

makes sense that they always want us to be critical, I think. (Participant 4) 

 

 Additionally, concerning the teacher’s role in asking questions, East Asian students 

realized that this method helps to stimulate them being critical. Through penetrating questions, the 

teachers lead the students to have the foundation and a more in-depth understanding of the facts 

and issues. By answering the questions on their perspectives logically, the students have further 

chances to think more critically. The techniques of asking a different kind of questions navigate 

students step by step to the different level of thinking and understanding. Participants perceived 

that teachers always try to ask different questions to open their mind and lead them to a higher level 

of thinking through their own answers. The following example illustrates the teacher’s role in 

asking questions: 

 

I think sometimes it would be nice just follow the simple proper questions. If professors or 

lecturers asked those questions to us, it could be very effective. I am sure the professors and the 

lecturers definitely have the capacity to make provoking questions to us. (Participant 5) 

 

 Thirdly, along with raising questions, holding discussions in the class is also another way 

to improve critical thinking skills for the students. East Asian students perceived that with proper 

preparation by reading materials and literature, then, during discussions, they try to express what 

they read, explain and compare their ideas with others students as well as evaluate and give out the 

best decision what the best way for the issues. Therefore, the discussion is presumed as a useful 

way of stimulating critical thinking skills. The teacher’s role is to hold more discussions within 

classrooms, along with keeping students informed about what they will discuss so that they could 

adequately prepare. Participant 8 conveyed her aspiration for the course: 
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My expectation for the program is that I wish I have more class discussions, and even more 

class hours for students to study together. We can sit in together, and we have discussions with 

our professors leading us and facilitating our thoughts. 

 

  Moreover, the teachers’ role of being active and inspiring East Asian students with the 

courage to practice critical thinking is one of the helpful teaching methods perceived and expected 

by East Asian students. The teachers and lecturers can encourage students to send questions 

through mails before class time or have some techniques to motivate silent students to speak up. 

This consistent support from the teachers will cause students to change into their positive attitudes 

of critical thinking instead of being passive in their studies. As consequences, the teachers play a 

role as instructors guiding students to become more active in their thinking and learning.  

 

What I mentioned about personal guidance is that I think all of us were encouraged to sending 

email personally to the lecturers. (Participant 5) 

 

I think teachers have to encourage who are not speaking in the class to speak out and maybe 

give some examples about making one’s own opinions or even just small things you can talk 

about your own opinions. (Participant 1) 

 

  Last, but a critical role of teachers is to create a pleasant vibe which can inspire students 

to practice critical thinking comfortably. A friendly and encouraging environment is crucial for 

freedom in expressing ideas. When students have the habit of giving out their own opinions, they 

can take their chances to practice critical thinking skills. Therefore, the academic environment can 

help to increase the disposition of motivating critical thinking skills. 

 

It is like here the relationship between the teachers and students are much fairer. Moreover, if 

we have more chance to express ourselves, maybe it is easy to get critical thinking. I think it is 

perfect like the professors are so nice and useful for students to express what they like to talk. 

(Participant 7) 
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In another way of having a pleasant academic vibe, participants mentioned that having 

different instructors in the course can be a benefit for students to be critical thinkers. The reason is 

that different lecturers will have different methods to create a friendly and pleasant atmosphere for 

students to speak openly with their thinking. For them, if students can feel comfortable with one of 

their lecturers, those students can express their comfortable manners which can lead to more critical 

not only in thinking but also in speaking up their opinions and ideas.  

 

4.4.2 Challenges but opportunities for practicing critical thinking 

within a multicultural classroom 

 

Within an international classroom, having culturally different backgrounds is a challenge 

for each student to practice their critical thinking. On the other hand, this challenge tends to become 

the potential benefit for the East Asian students in improving critical thinking during their studies. 

Through in-class activities, students have to interact with many people coming from distinct 

cultural backgrounds with a diversity of traditions, belief and values in order to compare their ideas, 

opinions and improve critical thinking skills. This multicultural classroom can make individuals 

who have merely adjusted into a new cultural, academic setting quickly get negative emotion 

against their affective states which restricts them practicing critical thinking. The following 

example shows East Asian students’ feeling when experiencing within the classroom: 

 

Back to my homeland, when I come into the classroom, I feel all my classmates are my friends. 

I feel familiar and comfortable with them. Nevertheless, here when going into the classroom, it 

is not so comfortable like in my homeland, so make me more nervous sometimes. (Participant 

7) 

 

However, if students can overcome their negative feeling and the fear of cultural 

heterogeneity, this multicultural environment can offer more chances for students to improve their 

critical thinking skills. In an international classroom, Participant 4 shared that they can have more 

opportunities to associate with other international students and be eager to share their backgrounds’ 

knowledge through different sides and perspectives. They tend to be open-minded and appreciate 

variant information from others with different backgrounds, try to understand their friends’ 
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opinions and views in depth by using the second language as English for communication. Another 

example illustrates the benefit of the international classroom: 

 

One thing I think that is quite obvious since, as an international program, people from a different 

background. I think they do expect that they want us to sort of compare one background or 

aspect to other backgrounds. (Participant 5) 

 

4.4.3 Supports from the department and the university 

 

 In terms of getting supports from the department and the university, East Asian students 

suggested that some seminars could help students to get familiar with the significance of critical 

thinking in their studies. Those seminars could not be only theoretical definitions, being hard to 

understand, but they could help to enhance students’ perceptions towards every academic activity 

they do within the whole program to improve their level of critical thinking. Through these 

seminars or counselling sessions, the students will have more motivation for the habit of thinking. 

 

Maybe they could have seminars relating to critical thinking kind of things. I think I will be 

interesting because many Asian students do not have this background being critical. So like 

what is critical thinking, and they can do some group work instead to practice critical in the 

seminars (Participant 4) 

 

 With master students, a short pre-course can be helpful for the preparation in dealing with 

students’ programs and critical thinking in their studies. Almost all East Asian participants admitted 

that most of the previous educational backgrounds in their homeland did not appreciate practicing 

critical thinking. Moreover, some of the students were in the long-term work before enrolling into 

the academic environment again. Therefore, they faced difficulties in integrating into a new 

educational environment which focuses more on critical thinking.  

 

Most of the time, I feel a critical gap maybe because I worked before for a while before I decided 

to study again. Or maybe I am not familiar with this kind of research, and schedule time and 
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how to deal with […] But I think there is a gap and maybe someone needs to guide that thing 

like a pre-course before we come to the main course (Participant 3) 

 

 Furthermore, master students who do research in their theses would benefit from real 

model examples for learning and practicing critical thinking in the research field. Thus, it is 

necessary to have more useful lectures from researchers who have experienced difficulties in 

gaining their critical thinking in their researches. Those lectures are chances for the students to 

listen to the detailed researchers’ experiences. Students can learn practical processes of researching 

at the beginning stage of having new ideas in researching until the end stage of the publication. 

The researchers could share their structure research, for example, explaining why the research 

problem is like that, what is the problem and how to analyze that problem. Participant 6 stated that: 

 

I think it is useful for students to learn practical experiences in doing research. It should have 

more lectures like that and lecturers should use their researches instead of using other materials 

for their teaching.  

 

 For master students, dealing with their final target as thesis assignment is not easy. It needs 

a critical thinking process all the whole. The supervisor is the senior experienced person whose 

background is familiar with individual students’ master topic. Getting supervisor early in their 

theses writing process will help to guide them to start getting critical thinking in what they are 

going to do in their big job. 

 

I wish they were assigned our supervisor earlier seriously. If we were given our supervisor a 

bit earlier even that could be difficult for us, but it could be very comfortable for the topic and 

then think critically about the topic earlier. (Participant 5) 

 

 Finally, yet importantly, East Asian students perceived that sources of literature offered 

by their teachers and the department play a vital role in practicing critical thinking skills. Diverse 

sources of information with different sides, perspectives for one issue from pieces of literature and 

articles can situate the students in the context of thinking with multidimensional perspectives. 

Therefore, for students, in order to reach a higher level of critical thinking as analyzing, 
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synthesizing and evaluating knowledge, teachers and the academic administrators should consider 

the input information of their materials carefully as more divergent views and perspectives are 

going to be better. 

 

They should have an array of literature, not just one side but try to have multiple sides of the 

argument. So, it opens more real challenges of borders. (Participant 5) 
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5  Discussion and conclusion 

 

 The primary purpose of this study is to clarify the perceptions on critical thinking of East 

Asian students who are studying in Norway, the experiences and perceived obstacles of critical 

thinking set in their master courses in the Norwegian context. Furthermore, this study offers East 

Asian students a chance to reach for some instructional supports they would have needed to 

improve critical thinking in their studies. In the beginning, the four main findings concerning 

research questions are presented, then follows the discussion with the reflection back on literature 

reviews and theoretical framework. Then, the implications of the study are suggested in how the 

results of the project are genuinely appreciable for Norwegian academic context in improving 

critical thinking among East Asian students. In the next section, some limitations are identified, 

following several suggestions discussed to give some potential directions for further researches in 

this field. The chapter ends with several main concluding remarks for this study. 

 

5.1 Main findings and discussion of the study 

 

 Critical thinking is regarded as an essential outcome in the success of graduates in tertiary 

education. However, it has a controversy concerning the lack of critical thinking among East Asian 

students when they are studying abroad within the Western academic context. East Asian students 

who come from the same CHCs have some similar characteristics in cultural and educational 

backgrounds that could result in challengingly perceiving and approaching critical thinking. 

Therefore, this qualitative study is designed to examine East Asian students’ perceptions of critical 

thinking in their studies within the Norwegian academic setting. It offered a chance for eight East 

Asian students to voice their views on critical thinking. Firstly, the findings contribute to 

identifying the conceptions of critical thinking perceived and formed by East Asian students’ 

perspectives. Secondly, the result shows the experiences of applying critical thinking in academic 

activities, including experiences of expectations and reflections from East Asian students’ 

perceptions. Thirdly, the findings also suggest that teachers and educators consider thoroughly 

potential obstacles perceived by East Asian students. Therefore, they can understand in-depth how 
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this group of students has been struggling with learning manners, which concern applying critical 

thinking in their academic activities. Finally, by means of students’ perceived instructions, 

educators and university can consider what kind of essential supports for students is needed to 

improve critical thinking in their courses. 

 

5.1.1 East Asian students’ conceptions of critical thinking 

 

 All eight East Asian student participants’ conceptions of critical thinking reflected both 

cognitive thinking skills and dispositions related to critical thinking (Facione, 1990a). When it 

comes to critical thinking skills, all students highlighted disagreement, presenting arguments, and 

criticizing. This point is in line with some previous studies suggesting that students often interpret 

critical thinking as criticizing (Davies, 2015; Facione, 1984; Wingate, 2012). According to Davies 

(2015), the primary form of cognitive critical thinking is the ‘skills in argumentation’ (p.51). The 

aim of thinking is to make the final decision which is based on beliefs and judgements derived 

from argumentation (Davies, 2015; Facione, 1984). That is why Wingate (2012) proposed that 

argumentation needs to be purposedly taught to students as the main requirement of essay writing. 

Other issues that students brought up were analysis, evaluation and explanation, which are in line 

with the core skills, presented in the Delphi Report. Regarding raising questions perceived by 

student participants, this skill is one method of the subskill of the core skill inference in the Delphi 

Report, which is querying evidence for the consistent results. In the subskill querying, asking 

questions is one of the methods, which helps to seek and gather pieces of evidence to judge whether 

the information acceptable (Facione, 1990a). Moreover, almost all student participants perceived 

the skill of having one’s own opinions is one way to conceptualize critical thinking. Despite not 

mentioning in cognitive skills list, Facione (1990a) concludes that critical thinking is what a person 

does to achieve "autonomy and independence of thought and become rational" (p.92). Therefore, 

in order to form one’s own opinions or ideas, it requires the cooperated combination of all other 

cognitive skills.  

 

 Notably, none of the students perceived self-regulation as an essential aspect for 21st-

century learners. In addition, students did not refer to interpretation. According to Davies (2015), 

self-regulation belongs to the highest complexed level as ‘thinking about thinking’, and 
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interpretation is categorized into the level of ‘foundation thinking’ in the taxonomy of critical 

thinking skills (p.54). Facione (1990a) remarks that the meta-cognitive aspect of self-regulation 

makes this skill belong to a different level and truly difficult to assess. Nonetheless, according to 

the strong consensus of the Delphi Report, interpretation and self-regulation along with 

explanation, are central skills to critical thinking (Facione, 1990a). As a result, student participants 

could describe four out of six core skills from the Report, which are considered essential abilities 

of critical thinking for East Asian students to employ and practice within their academic activities. 

 

 With dispositions, according to the study, student participants’ conceptions of critical 

thinking proposed two attitudes, including an in-depth understanding of people’s opinions and 

appreciating different perspectives. These two attitudes are similar to the dispositions in the Delphi 

Report, the understanding of the opinions of other people and open-mindedness regarding 

divergent world views. Furthermore, in accordance with East Asian student participants, two other 

habits in mind, including being skeptical and being eager in finding out better alternatives were 

listed in dispositional dimension, which suggests two more attitudes of critical thinking. According 

to the final consensus of Delphi Report, a good critical thinker is those who have their habits and 

attitudes in their mind to motivate cognitive thinking skills (Facione, 1990a). In other words, all 

dispositions in motivating critical thinking skills are characteristics of good critical thinkers. As a 

result, there are many dispositions left of the Delphi Report not mentioned by interviewed East 

Asian students. Those dispositions are equally crucial as cognitive skills in order to become a strong 

critical thinker. Besides critical thinking skills, good critical thinkers are also characterized by how 

they approach life and living in general as well as specific issues, questions or problems (Facione, 

1990b; Facione, 2015). Therefore, those dispositions should be introduced to East Asian students 

to stimulate their motivational mindsets for core skills’ practices. It is indeed in vain to teach 

students the core skills unless they do use them (Halpern, 1998). 

 

 In general, the study findings show that all eight East Asian participants have their 

conceptions of critical thinking, reflecting both cognitive skills and dispositions of critical thinking. 

Even so, in their answers regarding knowledge of critical thinking in their studies, some of them 

were not confident whether they understand critical thinking in the right way. Moreover, they 

expressed that they feel a lack of critical thinking practices in their previous educational 
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backgrounds and have pondered the questions on how to improve critical thinking better in their 

current studies. However, all of them have perceived a positive outlook in their critical thinking 

since the time studying in Norway. Mainly, some students shared their experiences that they 

already knew concepts of critical thinking when they were in homeland academic contexts but did 

not have chances and an environment for practicing critical thinking. Therefore, in the Norwegian 

educational setting, they have more consciousness in approaching and practicing critical thinking. 

 

5.1.2 East Asian students’ experiences of critical thinking during 

their studies within Norwegian HEIs 

 

  East Asian student participants proposed that they have to figure out on their own what 

teachers’ expectations of critical thinking are in their courses. Moreover, East Asian students also 

noticed that master courses demand a lot of personal improvement and independent thinking. 

According to the students, teachers typically express indirectly the expectations related to critical 

thinking. Teachers seem to assume that students can develop their own thinking during the courses. 

Thus, the interviewed East Asian students described that it is not at all easy to adapt to the 

expectation of critical thinking, especially for those whose previous cultural and educational 

backgrounds do not support the expected critical thinking. 

 

 Furthermore, the students brought up several issues on how to practice their critical 

thinking skills, such as reading all materials carefully, generating and speaking up their ideas, 

engaging well in class discussions or writing a good thesis. However, their reflections show that 

practicing critical thinking requires considerable effort for their practices, which is challenging and 

strenuous academic work. Therefore, if East Asian students desire to succeed in their studies, they 

need to try their best to adjust and adapt to ‘western norms of academic critical thinking/writing’ 

(Durkin, 2008b, p.18). Accordingly, Gelder (2005) proposes that if students engage in critical 

thinking practices themselves, they will improve their critical thinking most effectively. Teaching 

theory of critical thinking or exposing examples of good critical thinking are not enough for 

students to learn critical thinking. Students must actively do the thinking themselves to improve 

their critical thinking (Gelder, 2005).  
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 In the interviews, East Asian students shared their emotional and motivational experiences 

related to engaging in critical thinking in the Norwegian academic context. Firstly, students were 

well aware of how vital it is to engage in critical thinking is in academic activities. It was seen as 

an especially important criterion in writing to get good results and positive feedback from their 

teachers. However, the findings suggest that student participants are not confident within their 

performance of critical thinking. This matter is manifested through negative emotional reflections 

of East Asian students. Students reported inferior feeling against Western peers or teachers, all 

affective reactions to critical thinking or contradictory emotions against not being critical thinkers, 

which contribute to the lack of self-confidence in practicing critical thinking among East Asian 

students. Thus, all negative emotions can be considered as potential barriers for students in 

applying critical thinking to their studies.  

 

 On the other hand, both the positive emotions of being critical thinkers and several 

motivational factors from academic environments can be regarded as self-determined goals to 

develop inherently motivations for students in setting up their effort for improving critical thinking. 

Moreover, Davies’s (2015) findings propose that emotions in life, including both positive and 

negative ones, can lead to critical thinking. All emotions including ‘joy, release, relief and 

exhilaration’ can allow critical thinkers to ‘break through to new ways of looking at our... world’ 

(Brookfield, 1987, as cited in Davies, 2015, p.60). Thus, it is undeniable that emotions are 

considered as a significant propensity to critical thinking (Halonen, 1986; Davies, 2015).  

 

 

5.1.3 Perceived obstacles for critical thinking 

 

 The findings emphasize apparently how the three most common obstacles as culture, 

previous educational backgrounds, and language proficiency can hinder East Asian students from 

practicing critical thinking. Moreover, aside from mentioning those three main obstacles, East 

Asian students’ perceptions pointed out two more dominant determinants, which are personal 

qualities and negative emotions. Firstly, this study suggested that the obstacle of educational 

background derives genuinely from the Confucian Heritage Cultures, which have similarities in 

thinking and approaching toward institutional orientation. East Asian participants brought up two 
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issues in the educational background, which are their homeland’s testing and assessment system 

and the memorization of one-sided knowledge. The multiple-choice questions in testing and 

writing exams based on memorization of transmitting knowledge from teachers make East Asian 

students set-up the habit of accepting and believing all knowledge taught. This educational 

background accords with characteristics of the Confucian culture, the shame and hierarchical 

culture, which were mentioned from the findings. The homeland academic setting with the 

Confucian mindset restrains students’ willingness to practice critical thinking. Similarly, McGuire 

(2007) has found that the essential values and practices of Confucian culture can lead to the failure 

of critical thinking’s penetration into educational systems. Furthermore, the findings suggest that 

the Confucian Heritage Cultures and hierarchy contribute to the culture of acceptance. Within a 

shame and hierarchical culture, the human’s behaviours are assessed by five central morals in 

human relationships; ‘the order between senior and junior’ is one of those virtues (Lee, 2016, 

p.186). Thus, challenging a teacher or debating a topic within the class are avoided within 

Confucian cultures (Vierra, 2014).  

 

 Secondly, regarding language proficiency, the findings clarify some alternative 

interpretations of how insufficient English language skills cause East Asian students’ low level of 

expression of critical thinking in the classroom. The interviewed East Asian students stated that 

lack of language proficiency makes it difficult for them to visualize their own opinions and the 

structure of explaining their ideas rationally. Therefore, sometimes within class activities, they 

need more time to understand and respond to questions. Lun et al. (2010) confirm that critical 

thinking skills, such as an explanation or argument analysis, need a determined level of language 

proficiency. Even the fundamental understanding of a problem or regular act of reading situation 

displayed in language demands the linguistic capacities. Without confidence in using the language, 

East Asian students could be restrained from expressing critical thinking despite their willingness 

to do so (Paton, 2005). Thus, educators should know this problem to consider the teaching 

strategies offering East Asian students in practicing critical thinking. For example, the options 

could be sending questions of the next class-discussion in advance, making sure students 

understand the questions well or encouraging and giving more time for students to respond in their 

own opinions.  
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 Finally, students’ personal qualities and negative emotions towards critical thinking could 

also restrain their motivations for being critical thinkers. The findings show some personal 

characteristics, such as being afraid of making mistakes, conservative, lazy in thinking, unconfident 

or easily getting emotional that could cause problems for students in practicing critical thinking. 

With negative emotions against critical thinking, the findings propose vulnerable states, inferior 

feelings in practicing critical thinking or hostile feelings toward using critical thinking in academic 

activities. These two kinds of potential obstacles can influence the manners in which students 

approach the task of critical thinking (Ku & Ho, 2010). In other words, they affect the affective 

disposition of practicing critical thinking. Those personal characteristics of an individual and 

negative emotions create nonpositive traits, which a good critical thinker should not have.   

  

5.1.4  Instructional supports in critical thinking for East Asian 

students 

 

  The interviewed East Asian students were given a chance to speak up some essential 

supports that could help them improve critical thinking in the beginning and throughout their 

studies. Besides the students’ self-effort within the international academic environment, the 

teachers’ prerequisite roles, the department and the university’s interventions could contribute to 

the enhancement of critical thinking among East Asian students. With the teachers’ roles, the 

findings assert that teachers have principal responsibility for developing the process of critical 

thinking among students (Ennis, 1993; Halpern, 2004, as quoted in Unlu, 2018). The participants 

presented several issues that would help them to have positive instead of negative emotions to 

practice critical thinking, which are as follows: a pleasant environment, enthusiastic 

encouragements and critical acts, such as questioning, critical discussions created by teachers. 

From the findings, it can be seen through all the teachers’ roles perceived by East Asian students, 

which demand the teachers to be well developed in critical thinking in order to teach students to be 

critical thinkers. That is why in the research agenda of Australian teacher education, Hager & Kaye 

(1992) propose the assessment of critical thinking abilities for vocational teachers and educators. 

Therefore, teachers should refresh and develop their knowledge and skills as well as revise their 

pedagogy in an entirely significant way, which is also a challenging job for them to face (Hager & 

Kay, 1992). 
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  Moreover, East Asian students reported facing many challenges at the beginning of 

studies due to a diverse approach of the internationally different education system. However, this 

problem is also a chance for them to self-directly switch their learning approaches which relate to 

their abilities to have critical thoughts (Kreber, 1998, as quoted in Hammersley‐Fletcher & Hanley, 

2016). That is why a multicultural classroom is a challenge for East Asian students in practicing 

their critical thinking. Finally, the department and university’s interventions in helping students to 

gain and improve critical thinking are necessary. Based on the characteristic of master courses, 

East Asian students’ perceptions suggested their departments or UiO have several practical 

seminars or lectures concerning critical thinking topic. The benefit of getting a supervisor at an 

earlier stage of the studies or diverse materials of different perspectives could help East Asian 

students to practice and improve their critical thinking in a better way.  

 

5.2 Implications of the study 

 

 From the findings of the research, the study suggests that teachers and educators play a 

crucial role to support East Asian students in practicing and applying critical thinking in their 

studies. For teachers, it is not easy and demands lots of experiences and techniques to guide or stir 

up students coming from different backgrounds in critical thinking within an international class. 

However, a friendly and pleasant vibe easily made by the teachers inside the class can help students 

to express their ideas willingly. Explicit instructions in what the teachers’ expectations of critical 

thinking at the beginning of the course are also helpful for guidance and support students. 

Furthermore, the encouragements and feedbacks through assignments from teachers are significant 

for students to perceive how vital critical thinking is to stimulate more critical thinking in their 

academic activities. Therefore, through this study, teachers will have a chance to review the designs 

of the lessons and create more effective teaching strategies, which can support students to get used 

to critical thinking and apply this skill as much as possible in their courses. 

 

 Secondly, the findings also suggest that student participants believe that a comfortable 

academic environment without hierarchical ideology can motivate students to be critical thinkers 

and freely speak up their ideas. In other words, this kind of academic setting encourages students’ 
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critical thinking performance. However, the silence when teachers are asking questions does not 

mean students are not trying to employ critical thinking. It is due to lack of language proficiency, 

cultural mindset or personal qualities. Student participants sometimes expressed they need more 

time than other peers in thinking and answering questions or performing critical thinking within 

class activities. Teachers should know those issues to encourage and motivate students more in 

practicing critical thinking. 

 

 The final implication relates to the support directly from the department or university. 

While students should constantly endeavour themselves in practicing critical thinking within their 

courses, the department and university can provide more chances for critical thinking improvement 

among students. By holding seminars, pre-courses or practical lectures in doing researches, the 

department or university can get students familiar with critical thinking topic. Students can learn 

why applying critical thinking is significant in their studies, and what cognitive skills and affective 

characteristics are essential in order to become a good critical thinker. 

  

5.3 The study’s limitations  

 

 The findings of this study reported herein have to be considered in light of several 

limitations. The first limitation is the small sample size since only eight participants were involved 

in this study. Despite detailed information, collected by using face-to-face interviews, the small 

sample size leads to a limitation for the comprehensive picture and the transferability of the study’s 

findings to other contexts. Furthermore, due to the complexity of this topic, all participants and the 

researcher, for whom English is a second language, faced some problems in comprehensively 

expressing ideas. In other words, to some extent, this study might not still reach the deep meaning 

of what participants would like to share in comparison with expressing in their mother tongue. In 

the beginning, they were hesitant to attend the interviews or asked to familiarize themselves with 

the main ideas or general questions before the interviews. Nonetheless, after the interviews, they 

were satisfied by the understandable and logical structure of questions thanks to the adjustment 

based on helpful feedback from the pilot interview conducted earlier.  
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 Another limitation of the study is limited to focus on the primary aspect of East Asian 

student group, who have a similar culture of Confucian Heritage. However, attention should also 

be paid to other several aspects and elements including current disciplines, the previous field of the 

study background, previous international experience, family’s background, which might also 

influence students’ perceptions of critical thinking. 

 

 Finally, almost student participants are master students, whose previous degrees are 

bachelor level degrees in their homelands. Hence, it is a bit disproportionate to let East Asian 

students compare two levels of tertiary education. Due to different levels of higher education, the 

findings might present East Asian students’ opinions about critical thinking practices within two 

distinct academic settings.  

 

5.4 Suggestions for Further Research  

 

 This study has several possible orientations for future research. First of all, the results of 

this study could be used in developing a survey, that would give a more comprehensible view of 

East Asian students. With a larger sample, it would also be possible to examine the comparison of 

the East Asian students’ experiences of critical thinking across different disciplines. 

 

 Secondly, further research could expand to broader contexts such as including other 

cultural groups or Western students. Thus, the research could compare among different cultural 

backgrounds regarding the students’ understanding and perceptions of critical thinking within their 

academic activities.  

 

 Thirdly, future research could also investigate the educators’ and teachers’ perceptions of 

issues on improving critical thinking for East Asian student groups. This direction would help to 

understand in-depth what educators or teachers indeed expect from East Asian students’ 

performance and practices of critical thinking. Thus, it can also provide some suggestions for the 

improvement of the quality of teaching. Furthermore, teachers and East Asian students would have 

more chances to understand each other’s points regarding the improvement of critical thinking in 

higher education teaching and learning.  
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 Finally, further research could also seek to examine the bachelor students’ views about 

critical thinking. A new study could compare the perceptions of bachelor students with master 

students in how critical thinking is applied and practiced within Norwegian tertiary education. The 

findings could show the differences in the teaching strategies, teachers’ roles and students’ 

independent effort in critical thinking’s practices between two levels of higher education. 

 

5.5 Concluding remarks  

 

 There are different understandings and perspectives on critical thinking, according to 

existing literature. However, the Delphi Report (1990) is considered as an essential joint agreement 

in conceptualizing critical thinking, which includes two equally crucial elements: cognitive skills 

and affective disposition. A good critical thinker is the one who should have affective disposition 

as the internal motivation to practice cognitive thinking skills. Similarly, the findings in this study 

also show that student participants perceive various conceptualizations of critical thinking dividing 

divided into cognitive skills and disposition. Based on East Asian students’ understandings, some 

skills and dispositions are unlisted in the Delphi Report. Therefore, this study suggests considering 

the expansion criteria of two dimensions in order to have a correct assessment of critical thinking 

among students. Furthermore, East Asian students still showed their lack of confidence in 

conceptualizing and performing critical thinking in their studies. Therefore, all criteria of cognitive 

skills and affective disposition in the Delphi Report should be taught and transferred to students as 

a fundamental theory, combining with innovative teaching strategies associated with stimulating 

critical thinking for students in their higher education degrees.  

 

 The findings show that East Asian students continuously make an effort to get a sense of 

critical thinking on their own despite some specifically potential obstacles. According to the study, 

cultural backgrounds, previous educational backgrounds, language barriers, negative emotions or 

different personal qualities thoroughly contribute to detrimental challenges for East Asian students 

to practice and apply critical thinking while studying in Western countries. Furthermore, based on 

practical experiences, students also shared several motivational factors, which encourage them to 

critical thinking. Those are the positive emotions they experience when practicing critical thinking, 
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their Western peers as role models in performing critical thinking, specialized majors which 

determine the demand of applying critical thinking, or the multicultural environment within the 

classroom.  

 

 Critical thinking is undoubtedly crucial for higher education’s outcomes, but it is still 

vague in the learning expectations for student achievement. Students do perceive critical thinking 

as one of the crucial skills that they should acquire for success in their studies. However, students 

should figure out on their own the importance of critical thinking through their process of studying. 

Therefore, they need more help from their teachers in regard to more apparent requirements or 

intentional guidances of critical thinking at the beginning of the course and for each class attended. 

This support could help students to have a clear understanding and awareness of how to respond 

and fulfil requirements of critical thinking’s expectations in their course. 
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Appendix A: Interview guide 

East Asian student’s perceptions of critical thinking – Interview guide 

Research questions of the study: 

RQ1: How do East Asian students understand critical thinking? 

RQ2: How do East Asian students experience the expectations of critical thinking in their studies 

in a Western university? 

RQ3: What kinds of obstacles they have encountered when engaging in critical thinking during 

their studies (language proficiency, cultural backgrounds and educational experiences)? 

RQ4: What kind of support have East Asian students received to develop their critical thinking 

skills? What kind of support would have been beneficial for them? 

Expected time of an interview: 30-40 minutes 

Aim/topic Questions/guide Timing 

 

 

Introduction 

Thank you so much for taking part in this interview. In this 

interview, just please feel free and comfortable answering all questions 

openly. I will record the discussion and send you the transcript to correct 

if it has any mistakes. Do you have any questions before we start? 

START DIGITAL RECORDER. 

 

 

 

5 mins 

Background 

questions 

Could you briefly introduce yourself? Where’re you from? What are 

your parents’ profession?   

What’s your background degree in your home country? What’s your 

major now? Why did you choose Norway for place to study? How long 

have you been here in Norway?  

5 mins 
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(RQ1) How do 

East Asian 

students 

understand 

critical thinking? 

 

What comes to your mind when you think of “critical thinking”?  

Can you give some examples of how critical thinking appears in 

daily life? 

Can you give some examples of how critical thinking appears in 

academic life? Particularly, how it appears in academic 

a) discussions 

b) reading  

c) writing? 

Do you think that there are some cultural differences between 

Norway and East Asia how critical thinking appears in academic 

context? Can you give me some concrete examples. 

Have your perceptions about critical thinking changed during your 

studies in Norway? 

 

 

 

 

5-10 

mins 

(RQ2) How do 

East Asian 

students 

experience 

the expectations o

f critical thinking 

in their studies in 

a Western 

university? 

 

What do you think that teachers in your study expect in terms of critical 

thinking from the students? 

 What is expectations in terms of a) classroom discussion, b) reading and 

c) writing? 

How do find that the expectations in terms on critical thinking differ in 

East Asian and Norwegian higher education? 

Can you give me some concrete examples. 

Do you think other Asian/ Western classmates have the same 

expectations in critical thinking like you?  

To what extent have you been able to respond to these expectations?  

5-10 

mins 
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(RQ3) What kinds 

of obstacles East 

Asian students 

have encountered 

when engaging in 

critical thinking 

during their 

studies? 

 

What kinds of obstacles or barriers you have faced related to critical 

thinking during your studies?  

Can you think any reasons that has caused these difficulties? 

● What kinds of difficulties using second language may have 

caused? Could you give an example. 

● What kinds of difficulties cultural background may have caused? 

Please describe or give an example. 

● What kinds of difficulties your previous educational experiences 

may have caused? Please describe or give an example. 

5-10 

mins 

(RQ4) What kind 

of support have 

East Asian 

students received 

to develop their 

critical thinking 

skills? What kind 

of support would 

have been 

beneficial for 

them? 

What kind of support have you received from your department or 

university to improve your critical thinking skills? 

What kind of support would have helped you in developing critical 

thinking skills during your studies? 

Do you have any suggestions how academic staff could help 

international students to improve their critical thinking skills? 

What kinds of teaching methods could lecturers use in the class to 

help international students in thinking critically? 

5-10 

mins 

Wrapping up 

We’re almost done now, but is there anything you’ve thought of or 

happened in your mind while we have been discussing that we’ve missed 

or have not had chance to discuss? Thank you so much again for 

spending your precious time with me today.  
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form 

 

Informed consent form for the study  

East Asian students’ perceptions of critical thinking 

This informed consent form is for East Asian university students in Norway. I am inviting to 

participate in the study titled "East Asian students’ perceptions of critical thinking".  This 

consent includes two parts. The first part, the Participant Information Sheet, describes the 

purpose of the project and what your participation will involve. The second part is for 

confirming your participation in the study. 

I. Participant Information Sheet 

Purpose of the project 

This research is a master thesis project the University of Oslo’s Department of Education. The 

research aims at investigating East Asian students’ perceptions of critical thinking as well as their 

perceived expectations related to critical thinking in Norwegian higher education context. The 

study also illuminates how students have responded to these expectations and what kinds of 

obstacles they may have faced. Finally, it will clarify what kinds of support students have received 

to improve their critical thinking skills, and what additional support they would have needed. 

Participant selection 

You are being invited to take part in this research study because your experience as an 

International student studying in Norwegian higher education context can contribute much to our 

understanding of students’ critical thinking from East Asian students’ perspectives. This 

understanding can support educators to better take into account East Asian students to support them 

to improve their critical thinking skills while studying abroad. 
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Type of participation 

This research will involve your participation in an interview that will take about 40 minutes. 

The interview will include questions about your perceptions about critical thinking and your 

perceived expectations and possible obstacles related to critical thinking in a Norwegian university. 

The interview will be tape-recorded. 

Voluntary participation  

Your participation in this project is voluntary, and the participation is entirely up to you to 

decide. You are entitled to withdraw at any time, without giving any reason. There will be no 

negative consequences for you if you decide to withdraw from the study. 

Confidentiality  

• The project has been registered with Data Protection Office (Norwegian Social Science Data 

Services) and is conducted in accordance with the Personal Data Act.  

• Your signed consent form will be stored separate from the data.  

• The audio recording will be transcribed without any information that could identify you.  

• All information which is collected about you will be kept strictly confidential. No individual 

identities will be used in any reports or publications resulting from the study. All research 

information will be kept in locked files at all time. No one outside the researcher will be allowed 

access to the original recordings.  

• After the study is completed in fall 2019, all collected data will be destroyed.  

 

II. Consent form 

I confirm that I have read and understood the project information as provided in the Participant 

Information Sheet. 

I confirm that I have been given the opportunity to ask question, and all my questions have 

been answered to my satisfaction.  
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I understand that I have been assured that any future questions I may have will also be answered 

by the researcher.   

I agree to take part in the project. Taking part in the project will include being interviewed and 

recorded with audio recordings. 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw from the project 

at anytime, and I do not have to give any reason for why I no longer want to take part in.  

I voluntarily agree to take part in this research study described above and will receive a copy 

of this consent form.  

 

Name of participant…………Signature …………………Date ………………………………. 

Researcher.……………… Signature……………………Date………………………………... 

 

Contact information: 

Thu Nguyen Ba An        

Master student in Faculty of Educational Science, University of Oslo  

Email: banguyen@student.uv.uio.no 

Tel: (+47) 48680567                          
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Appendix C: Analytical codebook 

Most illuminating quotes from the interview Interpretation

Having one's own opinions

"I think critical thinking is having your own opinions on things, not just

following what others are" (Participant 1)

Critical thinking is seen as an ability to formulate own opnions. East

Asian students' expressions also suggest that they value independent

thinking. The students can have their own opinions based on what they

have learnt, discussed, and understood to apply in their written

assignments for example.

Disagreeing or having arguments and 

criticizing

"Like I said my thinking need to be criticized as well" (Participant 5) 

"We all learn about arguments, and arguments it’s about critical thinking I think,

kind of essence of arguments" (Participant 7)

By a process of effectively thinking so as to get own arguments and use

that to compare or oppose against other's opinions. Argumentation is

seen as essential part of critical thinking and futher, as a tool for learning

or perusasion.

Reasoning and explaining

 "But sometimes, the authors have different opinions, I think it is kind of 

interesting that which side I agree with and to think about the reason why I’m on 

this side. I think it is kind of critical thinking" (Participant 2)

This ability is essential to support an individual’s viewpoints and

opinions with a logical reason and persuasive explanation why they

come up to those conclusions or decisions.

Raising question

"Usually, when teachers say something, students will ask questions like ‘why’

is that. And I think that’s the point of thing you mean by critical thinking"

(Participant 3)

"I would say maybe not taking everything or maybe just try to go behind okay,

why this, why that asking kind of fundamental questions" (Participant 5)

Ability of using different questions to stimulate thinking critically while

reading articles or the generic question "why" for statements, claims or

facts. The depth and quality of their thinking will be improved through

raising questions. Critical thinking is seen as an ability to ask questions

that are stimulated by some sources (e.g., texts, teachers).

Evaluating & analyzing

"As Master students have to evaluate the readings. So we have to engage in the

reading process and see others whether give enough supporting sentences. And

if the arguments of the others are clear, if it makes sense" (Participant 1)

"When thinking of ‘critical thinking’, what comes to my mind is whether that is

true or not, whether that is reasonable or not" (Participant 6)

Assessing the credibility of claims or information, examining and

identifying whether those opinions or judgments reasonable and making

sense enough.

Being skeptical

"Critical thinking means when you hear others say something and do not take it

true immediately because you need to check the source, the logic, and you need

more resources to compare" (Participant 7)

 "Whether that is true or not, whether that is reasonable or not" (Participant 6)

Critical thinking is seen as a dispostion of scepticism. Not simply

accepting what others tell you and being careful in taking in information.  

Deep understanding of people's 

opinions 

"You just don’t understand the thing as the way it seems to be but you

understand the deeper way of using different languages [...] Reading between the

lines it means you understand more the attitude, the emotion of the author what

they give behind the facts and the ways they give that facts" (Participant 8)

Determining the deeper meaning of normal texts, statements so as to

know the purposes of authors, the speakers.

Appreciating different perspectives

"I think it is really helpful to read about both sides and see what different people

have different opinions and what they are fighting for. I think that is really

helpful because I can just not follow one opinion. After all, it is easy to follow

one opinion if you just know one opinion but if you know three, four, five

opinions then it is easy for you to have your own one"(Participant 1)

The attitude of appreciating different perspectives is helpful to approach

different sides and opinions. From that, generating information and

having their own opinions are at ease for carrying out.

Being eager in finding out better 

alternatives

"We were discussing what is a good way for student learning. When I said like

you know in my country, students are kind of listening to teachers quietly. But

some other countries students are quite positive. We didn’t know which is better,

so we are kind of discussion" (Participant 4)

Eagerly dicovering a better way when analyzing an article or against an

issue .

Operationalization

4.1. The East Asian students' understanding 

of CT

Skills (or abilities)

Dispositions (or attitudes)

Analytical elements to examine from  

the interview transcript
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Most illuminating quotes from the interview Interpretation

"I would say more students agree with me in the sense that we just need to sort

of figure things really in our own. I’m not telling in terms of like guidance, but

more the nature of field I think really put our individual responsibility a lot".

(Participant 5)

From students' perceptions, gaining critical thinking is their big effort

that is really in their own. Teachers become guides to teach students how 

to think, not what to think in their study. 

"We do our own reading at home and it’s really demanding. For reading, you

need to think and also like discussion in the class. Another thing is that we come

from different backgrounds. So, it’s a lot of information and how to navigate

down, how to understand them from the perceptions, from the viewpoints of the

speakers. It’s quite a lot of thinking". (Participant 8)

Learning to think critically is the most significant activities in academic

life, especially for master courses. Reading critically, discussing

critically and writing critically require students hard-working practice

and patience.

"But even within that short time of teaching for two years, having been a teacher

for me it’s kind of so difficult in critical thinking to the students. So, I can

imagine how difficult it could be, I don’t know or maybe not… I don’t know I

guess it would be difficult as you were in the university context when you do the

lecture as the professor" (Participant 5)

From students' perceptions, guiding critical thinking is not an easy job

for teachers, especially in an international class. It demands many

techniques and experiences from teachers.

"And maybe in class discussions, it is really hard for me because I do not like

arguing with people. So, I am not good at giving out opinions [...] I mean when I

try to say something, and I get emotional, and I kind of lost, like during the

conversation and I kind of forget the point I want to say" (Participant 4)

The affective reactions as being vulnerable, getting emotional, getting

uncomfortable because of arguing in the class can impact on practising

CT skills.

Against Western students

"For other students, especially Western students, I think they can find the link of

each question. Like they have their own ideas opinions because they can link all

the information. This is one of my obstacles because I cannot connect

information and I cannot get what is the importance, what is the intention […] I

think it is difficult to Western people to know that the fact East Asian students

struggle with critical thinking before, I think it is a normal and natural thing to

Western students". (Participant 2)

Against teachers

"But in my heart, I feel my teachers, my professors, and you even can google

them, they are the top star in their own fields. We ask and discuss the questions

with them. I feel kind of unconfident to discuss and give my own opinions".

(Participant 3)

"In the class, the teacher always asks why is that, what do you think, I really hate

those questions 'what do you think'" (Participant 3)

"If I hear critical thinking, I want to escape... For me, that’s something I’m not

good at, like to think critically because I was not taught to think critically in

school" (Participant 4)

If students don't have CT in their study, they don't feel happy and good

about that. They will feel ashame themselve. Moreover, their mind set is

just would like to escape from that and become against questions from

teachers.

"We all feel like ok it has quite a lot to do and require demanding but not in this

program, but we all feel pleased with the class we have. We sit in together, and

we have a discussion with, and we have one of our professors leading us and

facilitating our thoughts" (Participant 8).

The positive emotions from critical thinking skills will impact effectively

to the disposition of practising thinking critically. Students will have the

habits of appreciating different ideas, being more comfortable in

dicussions, knowing how to present and explain ideas in the class and

creating new knowledge as their own critical opinions.

Self-determination how 

CT importance in major

"I think all of the students in Philosophy have critical thinking skill already.

Because if they do not have that, first of all, they do not study Philosophy,

because, in my country, Philosophy is not so popular. Also, if you do not have

the critical thinking, you cannot do philosophy". (Participant 7)

"I’m studying comparative education and international so it naturally involves in

looking at different educational contexts so definitely involved in logical

dialogues". (Participant 5)

If students have self-determination themselve about how important of

CT in their course, they will practise good habit of thinking. If they don't

have the ability of CT, they are willing to reach the cores of critical

thinking skills themselve.

External factors

"I think so because I’m studying here and I have realized that I have to be more

critical for my study. I think I was influenced by my classmates for example.

Yeah, some students in my class are very good at thinking critically and

logically, which I’m not good at. I want to be in that way, more like in a logical

way".  (Participant 4)

The external factor such as classmate role models in CT or the

requirement of the assingment... will help students to set up their mind in 

willingness of practising critical thinking in their study.

CT is students' own work

Experiences of teachers' 

expectations in critical 

thinking

CT needs hard work effort

Guiding CT is a hardship for teachers

4.2. Experiences 

and reflections of 

CT among East 

Asian students

Motivational reflections

Emotional reflections

Affective reactions against CT

Inferior feeling

This barrier of feeling originates from students' language barrier or 

cultural background. They have disadvantage feeling of CT than their 

Western classmates or with their professors. They become unconfident 

to challenge their CT with them and their mindset make them hesitant in 

giving out their opinions, maybe that is the job of Western students or 

teachers. This issue will restrict to practise the core of critical skills 

among students.

Positive emotion of being critical thinker

Negative emotions against not being critical thinker

Operationalization
Analytical elements to examine from  

the interview transcript
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Most illuminating quotes from the interview Interpretation

Shame culture

"My culture is called… if I translate directly into English… it means shame

culture. We are ashamed to make some mistakes, we are ashamed to make

someone embarrassed and we are ashamed to say our own opinions clearly to

someone. It’s regarded as an aggressive or negative thing" (Participant 2)

The culture of East Asian countries, especially Japan, is the shame

culture. It means people are afraid of being different from community.

They are afraid of being wrong, making other uncomfortable and

receiving bad judgments from community. Thus, in this culture, it tends

to set a common ideas for the whole rest of community. While in

Western countries like Norway, they are encourage students to express

different ideas.

Hierarchical culture

"In my country, it’s not common to say our own opinions, especially to the

professor, it’s kind of rude because you know, we don’t want to embarrassed

professors by asking some random questions during the class". (Participant 2)

The culture of hierarchy appears in class as teachers have their high

status against students. Any activities as asking random questions and

saying own opinons from students are considered inappropriate and

disrespectful to their teachers. In this way, it does restrict to practise CT

skills and dispsitions for students.

Influencing the way of thinking

"I believe that language is not just the tool for you to say your thought but

language is something that really affects your way of thinking too" (Participant

8)

For foreign student, language is not only as a tool to express own

thoughts but does affect the way of thinking and the way of performing

thoughts.

Being hard to visualize and

systematize ideas

"I am not so good in English. Thus, I struggle to understand some terms, so I

cannot visualize my ideas. I have to consider something, I kind of picture in my

brain when I try to make an image and connect things and make a big picture.

But if I don’t get a clear image each term, I cannot have a general picture".

(Participant 2)

Language does affect the ability of visualizing own opinions, ideas and

the structure of explaining them in logical way. Knowledge and

comprehension is the first basic levels of critical thinking. 

The need for more time to

understand and respond to

questions

"I struggle to understand what teachers require and the meaning of the questions.

I’m not sure whether I understand the questions clearly" (Participant 2)

"I think definitely language can be affected because people who are kind of like

more quiet in the class are non-native speakers in English. For me, I don’t speak

so much because of my language limitation so I have something in my mind or I

need some time" (Participant 2)

If students cannot understand the input meaning of questions, they

cannot carry out different kind of critical thinking skills to have their

well thought out in their studyIt's difficult and needs more time for

students to give out or explain own opinions clearly in the class than

others native speakers. Thus, it can cause the interruption in critical

thinking process and lessen the interaction and comparison of critical

thinking ideas between students.

Testing and assessing system

 

"In my country, when you try to practice critical thinking everyone will think you 

are rude , if you are talking too much in the class, keep asking questions and

people just think you are taking too much time because everybody has to learn

something because we have exams coming. We have exams and it was writing

exams but sometimes it is not about our own opinions but it’s about what we

have learned" (Participant 1)

The testing system forces students to accept and believe that is right

information instead of discussing, questioning and analyzing issues,

facts. It means no time for students to practise their critical thinking.

Memorizing one-sided knowledge

"In my country, what I usually got is that when you raise a question or when you 

say something, what you got is the lecturers’ opinions on it. It is more like about

what you remember, what you believe in but not about what you think or have

critical questions to know and question what you believe in. In here, of course, I

do receive a lot of opinions from lecturers, but before that, it is usually questions

like they give you questions to reflect yourself" (Participant 8)

Without teachers' questions to stimulate thinking, students just get used

to passive learning through just absorbing one side opinions and

knowledge from teachers. 

"When teachers ask questions, I need a lot of time to feel what they are talking

about. Maybe I understand but maybe not. The main thing is that I do not want to 

be wrong… that is kind of fear" (Participant 3)

The habitual temptation such as laziness in thinking while doing

academic activities or personal characteristics as being stubborn or

conservative; being afraid of making mistakes can be personal barriers to 

practise critical thinking.

Operationalization
Analytical elements to examine from  

the interview transcript

4.3 Obstacles for East Asian students in 

critical thinking

Cultural background

Language barrier

Educational background

             Personal qualities
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 Most illuminating quotes from the interview Interpretation

Indirectly saying CT

"The teachers don’t say directly that students must be more critical but they kind

of give us concrete advice. They don’t directly say about critical thinking. But the

way they ask questions is kind of you to have to use critical thinking. It makes

sense that they always want us to be critical I think" (Participant 4)

CT is not a term for students to learn but a requirement for students to

reach through their academic activities in reading, writing or discussing.

Thus, students still imply how importance of CT although teachers never 

say directly about it. 

Keeping to ask questions

"I think sometimes it would be nice just follow the simple proper questions. If

professors or lecturers asked those questions to us, it could be very effective. I

am sure the professors and the lecturers definitely have the capacity to make

provoking questions to us". (Participant 5)

Asking questions stimulates students always thinking. Teachers should

have techniques of asking different kind of questions in order to lead

students step by step to different level of thinking and understading. I

think teacher uses teaching method as questioning to students considered 

as a critical thinker as well. 

Discussions

"My expectation for the program is that I wish I have more class discussions and

even more class hours for students to study together. We can sit in together and

we have discussion with and we have one of our professors leading us and

facilitating our thoughts"(Participant 8) 

Discussions in the class is the way of improving critical thinking skills.

If students can prepare well enough knowledge for explaining their

ideas, comparing with others and evaluating what is the best way for the

issues, that is good way of stimulating critical thinking skills. Teacher

should hold more discussions as well as informing students what they

will discuss for their effective preparation.

Being active 

"What I mentioned about personal guidance is that I think all of us were

encouraged to sending email personally to the lecturers" (Participant 5)

I think teachers have to encourage who are not speaking in the class to speak out

and maybe give some examples about making own opinions or even just small

things you can talk about your own opinions. (Participant 1)

Teachers can encourage students to send questions through mails before

class or have techniques to stimulate silent students to speak out. This

support from teacher will help students not passive anymore and teacher

plays a role as a guide to help students become more active in their

thinking and learning. 

A pleasant  vibe 

"It’s like here the relationship between the teachers and students are much fairer.

If we have more chance to express ourselves, maybe it’s easy to get critical

thinking. I think it’s very good like the professors are so nice and good for

students to just express what they like to talk" (Participant 7)

A friendly and comfortable environment is crucial for freely expressing

ideas. When students have the habit of giving out their own opinions, it

means they can practise critical thinking skills. Different teachers will

have different methods to create this nice atmosphere. So academic

environment can help to increase the disposition of motivating critical

thinking skills.

"Back to my country, when I come into the classroom, I feel all the classmate are

my friends…I feel familiar and comfortable with them. But here when going into

the classroom, it’s not so comfortable like in my country so make me more

nervous sometimes" (Participant 7)

"My classmates are all international. People are from all over the countries.

Usually, we have to define the different point of views from our backgrounds.

When we are critical, we usually give out own background ideas in the

classroom" (Participant 4)

In an international class, having different backgrounds is a chanllenge

for each students. In class activities, students have to interact with people 

coming from different culture backgrounds to compare, practise critical

thinking skills together. If students can overcome the negative feeling of

heterogeneous race, it will have more chances for students to practise CT 

skills from different sides, backgrounds, perspectives from other

interntional students.

Seminars

"Maybe they could have seminars relating to critical thinking kind of things. I

think I will be interesting because many Asian students don’t really have this

background being critical. So like what is critical thinking and they can do some

group work instead to practice critical in the seminars" (Participant 4)

Some seminars can help students understand more how important of

critical thinking in their study. They are not theoretical definitions being

hard to understand but help students to perceive every academic

activities they do in the whole program is to improve their level of

thinking, their CT. Through these seminars, they will help to motivate

the habit of thinking for students. 

Precourse for adult or working

people

"I think most of the time I feel critical gap may be because I worked before for a

while before I decided to study again. Or maybe I’m not really familiar with this

kind of research, and schedule time and how to deal with… But I think there’s a

gap and maybe someone needs to guide that thing like a pre-course before we

come to the main course" (Participant 3)

Most of previous educational backgrounds of East Asian students

doesn’t have critical thinking. Thus, especially, for adult or long time

working people before starting to satudy again, they feel it's hard to

intergate into new educational environment which focuses more in

critical thinking. A short precourse can be hepful in this issue.

Practical lectures in doing

reseaches from individual

researchers

"I think it’s really useful for students to learn practical experiences in doing

research. It should have more lectures like that and lecturers should use their own 

research instead of using other materials for their teaching" (Participant 6)

Nothing is practical than giving out real model examples for leanring and 

practising critical thinking. Thus, it's necessary to have more practical

lectures from reseachers who have experienced steps and difficulties in

gaining their critical thinking in their researches.  

Supervisor's role

 "I wish they were assigned our supervisor earlier seriously...if we were given 

our supervisor a bit earlier even that could be difficult for us but it could be very 

comfortable for the topic and then think critically about the topic earlier" 

(Participant 5)

For master students, dealing with their final target as thesis assignment

is not easy. It needs a critical thinking process all the whole. Supervisor

is the senior experienced person whose background is familiar with

individual students' master topic. Getting earlier supervisor in their

thesises will help to guide them to start getting critical thinking in what

they are going to do in their big job.

Literatures from the course

"They should have an array of literature, not just one side but try to have multiple

sides of the argument. So that it opens more real challenges of borders"

(Participant 5)

Literature plays an important role in practising critical thinking skills. In

order to reach higher level of critical thinking as analyzing, synthesizing

and evaluating knowledge, teachers and the academic administrators

should consider careful the input beggining information of articles and

literatures as more different sides going to be better.

Operationalization
Analytical elements to examine from  

the interview transcript

4.4 Instructions in improving CT among 

East Asian students

Teacher's roles in CT

Challenges but opportunities of practising

 critical thinking within a multicultural classroom

Supports from the 

department and the 

university
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