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　Being able to think critically about an issue is a valuable life skill that is often ig-
nored in most language learning environments. While most current affairs classes 
conducted in English at Japanese universities concentrate on language （lexis and 
grammar） in order to increase understanding of input materials and issues, this paper 
supports the inclusion of a critical thinking approach in classes concerned with cur-
rent affairs. With reference to classroom activities, observations and student feedback, 
the paper outlines fi ve aspects of critical thinking that could be encouraged in a cur-
rent affairs class.

Background
　Most educators would agree that being able to think critically about an issue, a 
problem or the information you are given is an essential skill, particularly as the vol-
ume of information from the media and other sources that people are exposed to has 
increased so much. Television news broadcasts and internet news could be said to be 
moving towards infotainment and away from objective and reliable news. The BBC is 
not the only broadcaster that makes use of a person’s mobile phone footage in its 
broadcast and although the newsreader states that the footage or the alleged informa-
tion cannot be verifi ed, the image and its implications remain with the viewer. We also 
see fi rst person accounts of situations that are published in news media with less em-
phasis on their reliability than on their sensationalism （Wheeler, 2011）. 

　Thinking critically is not negative as it might at fi rst seem but is rather a positive 
step towards understanding. When listening to an ordinary news broadcast for exam-
ple, it is easy to watch with half a mind. Of course, if the news is distant, uninterest-
ing or has no immediate effect on the listener, this is natural. However, an issue some-
times has more meaning for an individual; for example, the average Japanese person 
was engaged with the issue of the nuclear problems faced by Japan after the Fukushi-
ma incident in 2011. At university or school, a student might need to discuss or pres-
ent an issue in a university class. In these cases, if a person is not able to think criti-
cally and investigate beyond the surface information, she or he will be at a 
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disadvantage due to her or his lack of understanding. 

Critical Thinking in English Classes
　At this university, in current affairs classes conducted in English, the students are 
receiving information and participating in their second language （L2）. Despite the dif-
fi culties involved, the opportunity to introduce, encourage or develop critical thinking  
（CT） should not be ignored for several reasons. Firstly, whatever language the news 
is presented in, people will still react to it and should have the opportunity to produce 
their own ideas, opinions and reactions. This will probably be more fruitful if the dis-
cussion develops further than a surface treatment of the factual aspects of the issue at 
hand. Secondly, although the language of instruction and input is English, the concept 
of practicing thinking critically in order to improve as a learner is as valid as for class-
es conducted in the students’ L1. The Thinking Classroom （acc 18.10.11） sums it up 
in the following way. “Effective learners take charge of their own learning processes”  
（p6） in that they develop their own thinking skills that allow them to investigate top-
ics in their own way.  That is, they think for themselves and follow their own way of 
learning. Furthermore, quoting Bruner （1973） they say that effective learning in-
volves “going beyond the information given”, and moving from “passive receiver of in-
formation … into the role of active participant”. Practice of such skills in an English 
classroom will hopefully lead to their greater use in other areas of students’ learning.

　This transfer of skills may be particularly useful for some students in Japan who 
may not have had the opportunity to develop their CT skills at school. Students in 
Japanese junior high or high schools are not usually taught to question what they are 
told or what they hear from “authority” sources such as the television news or to chal-
lenge other’s opinions directly in a discussion. As a student in an Advanced English 
class said, “I felt our…style of discussion – easy agreement, few criticism and fault-
findings – were similar, for better or worse”.  A common form of “discussion” is for 
each student in turn to state his or her opinion about an issue with the other students 
listening quietly. From classroom experience, especially at the beginning of term, it is 
not unusual for students to say they have “fi nished” their discussion when each stu-
dent has had his/her turn. Students may also have had little practice in reasoning be-
yond a two clause statement such as “I think it’s a good idea because…”, or in assess-
ing their own or others’ reasoning. 

Current Affairs Materials
　Generally, with current affairs materials, those dealing with the news in L2 classes 
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are most likely to focus on language （lexis and grammar） as these are key to the most 
basic understanding of the input material. Many published textbooks （Yamane & Ya-
mane, 2011, Onada & Cooker, 2005,  and Yamazaki & Yamazaki, 2008） which use 
video news materials focus on receptive skills and vocabulary improvement and have 
a fi nal short speaking or discussion section, that involves personalisation of the issue 
with students often being asked for their opinion or having some control over the re-
search that they could do. However, there is little focus on analysis of the news video 
used and a dearth of activities that challenge the students to think critically, for ex-
ample about the accuracy, objectivity or coverage of the input material. It is under-
standable that receptive skills should be the focus, as these are English teaching ma-
terials aimed at improving listening skills and probably promoting interest in the 
news. After all, it is diffi cult to think critically about a view or an article or a broad-
cast if you have not understood it. However, it seems to be a chance missed and this 
paper advocates the inclusion of a CT strand in a current affairs English classroom.

Critical Thinking
　Defi nitions as to what CT is vary but are often rather involved, complex and diffi cult 
to understand. Perhaps a more useable defi nition for current affairs classes might be 
Fisher and Scriven’s （1997） “Critical thinking is skilled, and active interpretation and 
evaluation of observations and communications, information and argumentation”  
（p.21）.

　In a fi fteen week course, meeting once a week, it would be diffi cult to focus on all as-
pects of CT, especially given the restraints of language level, in this case, upper inter-
mediate to advanced1, and the fact that the main aim of the class is English improve-
ment and an increase in current affairs interest. Thus, it is necessary to refine the 
focus of the CT strand of a news English course to make it achievable for both stu-
dents and teacher. The aim is to build up a range of skills that will enable students to 
interpret and evaluate as Fisher and Scriven （ibid.） suggest. In each class, a different 
strand of CT could be highlighted, particularly if, as is the case in this course, one top-
ic is used for more than one week, with a focus not only on receptive but also produc-
tive skills. To this end, this essay advocates a focus on the following fi ve aspects of CT. 
They are not necessarily either mutually distinct or should be introduced in any par-
ticular order. For example, prediction can happen at any stage of a class. At the begin-
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ning is the traditional stage, but prediction of different people’s reactions or prediction 
of what will happen before next week could both be equally useful.

Five aspects of critical thinking to be encouraged in a current affairs class.
1. Prediction and interest-raising.
　This is an obvious starting point for an English class on almost any topic. Virtually 
all textbooks have a section at the beginning of each unit or before each text to try to 
raise student interest in the topic at hand. Asking students to ask their own questions 
is one way to motivate students to engage with the topic under discussion. This is also 
a relatively simple way to start the CT strand of a current affairs course. Questioning 
is widely recognized as being essential for CT. “The key to powerful thinking is power-
ful questioning” state Paul and Elder （1996）, and Kipping （2000） refers to CT as “an 
ongoing process that usually begins with questions.” 

　The general problem though is often how to help students to ask meaningful ques-
tions. To encourage students to think beyond basic descriptive questions, the following 
two diagrams could be used. Firstly, the Hilsdon and Bitzer （2007） diagram, incorpo-
rated into a worksheet given to students for homework before starting the topic of al-
ternative energy is shown below  in Figure 1. It encourages students to think beyond 
the usual wh descriptive questions that tend to be much more common than the ana-
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lytical or evaluative questions. Students form their own questions rather than merely 
answering questions that have been put to them and thus become more engaged in the 
topic. 

　Secondly, using a circle Thinking Map, students can brainstorm what they know but 
additionally focus on how they “know” it and/or to what extent they are sure of their 
facts. This indirectly leads students towards thinking about their own thinking and 
questioning their own knowledge. The example below （Figure 2） shows the topic in 
the central circle, space for the students to brainstorm and an outer “Frame of Refer-
ence” which according to Herle and Yaeger （2007） can show such information as 
sources and their reliability or different kinds of infl uence on the information written 
in the brainstorming section. 
　Instruction A is given fi rst, followed by instruction B after the students have fi n-
ished part A.

2. Analysing and evaluating the arguments
　A basic summary of the analysis and evaluation of arguments can be shown in a 
simple diagram as in Figure 3 collated from Fisher （2001）. This is an oversimplifi ca-
tion and the stages do not necessarily happen consecutively but it does give students 
an idea of the different aspects of argument analysis and evaluation. 

Figure 2
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Analysis
　As the term progresses, different aspects of arguments can be focussed on. One ex-
ample could be to give students an article and ask them to fi nd the article’s different 
conclusions and reasons for those conclusions. This could be done with either a written 
article or a broadcast. The complexity of the reasoning can be adjusted by using easier 
or more obvious materials, or more complex arguments and by requiring different lev-
els of analysis, for example asking for not only different reasons but also the relation-
ships between them and the presence of intermediate conclusions and whether conclu-
sion are actually stated or merely implied.  

　An example and an excerpt from a transcript of a BBC news item on the topic of ed-

Figure 4
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ucation in Finland is shown in fi gure 4. First an easy exercise in identifying reasons 
and conclusions is given and then students listen to the broadcast and note down any 
reasons given for the good results of Finland’s schools. 
　The article in question could then be used to consider the aspect of assumptions, for 
example the assumption that having a Master’s degree makes a teacher a better 
teacher.

Evaluation
　With regard to evaluating an argument, students can also be asked to consider 
whether arguments are good arguments. The idea of a strong or sound argument was 
new to many students. Five out of ten students in one class specifi cally picked out this 
aspect when asked at the end of course feedback which aspects of critical thinking had 
been new to them. Different texts explain “soundness” in different ways （Talbot, 
2009）, but generally keeping it simple is best. 

　The explanation below was given to students and they were asked to judge the 
soundness of the arguments given in an article. 

A SOUND ARGUMENT - The premises （ reasons given） are true and they 
defi nitely lead to the conclusions. （valid + true）
A STRONG ARGUMENT - The premises are true but only probably lead to 
the conclusions.
“A valid argument is one that guarantees if all the reasons are true, the con-
clusion will never be false” （Butterworth & Thwaites, 2005, p.59）.

　As the purpose was to contrast sound and strong arguments, the question of validity 
was not included at this stage. As with any new task, it is best to give examples fi rst, 
in this case of sound and strong arguments and the reasons why they are sound or 
strong, to show students the difference clearly. 
For example,  

Is this argument sound?  For the past twenty-fi ve years, election turnout has been 
less than 60%, so this year we cannot expect a large turnout.

　Clearly this argument is not sound as the basis for the conclusion is merely past ex-
perience and it does not take into account any other factors affecting turnout this year. 
However, it is a reasonably strong argument as there are twenty-fi ve consecutive pre-
vious years taken into consideration, not just three or four. 

　This leads onto another stage in the process of analysis and evaluation of argu-

123



ments: that of using other ideas to strengthen or weaken an argument. It is relatively 
easy to ask students to complete activities asking them to match conclusions and rea-
sons but a further step would be to ask them to consider what more information is 
needed or could be used to strengthen or challenge an argument. Figure 5 shows parts 
of a handout aimed at facilitating a discussion on monarchy. 

Figure 5

3. Coverage – What information is not included in a broadcast or article?
　Figure 6 shows an example from a current affairs class in which the students have 
heard a broadcast about an e-coli outbreak and have generally understood the main 
points of what has happened. They are then asked, using out-takes from the broadcast 
to think of questions that, if answered, would help them to understand the situation 
in more depth.  Expected questions would be something like for Statement 1: “Is that 
all exporters or just one or two exporters of vegetables?”, “How did they get that fi g-
ure?” or Statement 2: “What type of e-coli was in the Spanish cucumbers?”
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　Additionally, coverage can be taken to mean whether enough sides of a story, argu-
ment or issue have been taken into account. As one student recently said, “I don’t 
know what all points of view are so I can’t judge whether a discussion is covering all 
points of view.” A good comment and it seems reasonable not to expect all sides. How-
ever, encouraging an awareness that there is more than one side is preferable. Paul 
and Elder （2006） state “There are typically multiple points of view from which any set 
of events can be viewed and interpreted. Openness to insights from multiple points of 
view and a willingness to question one’s own point of view are crucial to “objectivity””  
（p.5）.  This aspect of CT was raised in a class on whaling in which the majority of stu-
dents are not against whaling. A few are against killing whales. Treating the topic ob-
jectively in Japan is sometimes diffi cult as many articles are clearly biased towards 
one position or the other. Furthermore, the teacher should avoid heavy persuasion of 
the students into accepting his or her point of view and should rather present informa-
tion for the students to evaluate by themselves.  As an example, a Youtube video was 
shown in class demonstrating the differing viewpoints of a collision involving the Nis-
shin Maru, a ship accompanying the Japanese whaling fl eet and a Sea Shepherd boat 
that sank as a result of the collision. The videos from the ships played at the same 
time and the students could easily see how playing one or the other could change a 
viewer’s mind on the cause of the collision. This was followed up by asking students to 

Figure 6
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consider the pros and cons of the varying viewpoints from which the whaling question 
can be viewed: economic, cultural, scientifi c, legal, ethical, food security. Information 
was then given with sources attached, a short excerpt of which can be seen in Figure 7 
above, and students were asked to evaluate the reliability of the sources and the 
strength of the arguments. 

4. Assumptions 
　The idea of assumptions is raised in the argument section above. Butterworth and 
Thwaites （2005） refer to assumptions as “missing premises”. They say, “It is a prem-
ise ［or reason］ because it is needed to support the argument. It is missing because, in 
the author’s mind at least, it does not need to be stated” （p.54）. After assumptions 
have been identified, they can be questioned in the same way as other supporting 
ideas. However, it is the identifi cation which can prove a problem.  This aspect of criti-
cal thinking is most easily covered when thinking about input materials such as lis-
tening or reading texts. It can be diffi cult to pick up on assumptions during discussion 
because of the cognitive load involved, particularly for L2 speakers. As with all aspects 
of CT, it is necessary to give examples of what is expected （Moon, 2005）. The example 
below （Figure 8） comes from a class dealing with Japan’s aging population. This ac-
tivity was prefaced by a number of examples of assumptions and discussion about 
them. For good examples, see Butterworth and Thwaites （2005, 51-55） and Fisher 
（2001, 54-55）.

Figure 8

5. Reliability 
　Measures of reliability vary according to source. Criticalthinking.org.uk, the unoffi -
cial guide to the UK’s A-level critical thinking examination, uses the mnemonic RA-
VEN to help students remember criteria for assessing credibility of evidence, sources, 
documents or individuals. R stands for reputation, A for ability to see, i.e. whether the 
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source is “in position to know what they are talking about”, V for vested interest, i.e. 
whether someone has anything personally at stake or anything to gain by lying, E for 
expertise, and N for neutrality or bias.

　In a class about a government payout to Japanese citizens, students were asked 
what they thought should be criteria for evaluation of reliability, then the above A lev-
el criteria were introduced. The students were given two short articles and having 
read them and having decided on which statements were fact and which fi ction, they 
were asked to evaluate the reliability of sources and quotations informing the articles. 
（Figure 9）

Figure 9

　Alternatively, UCLA’s Road to Research site gives six criteria for reliability of web-
sites namely: purpose, authority, coverage, accuracy, currency and objectivity. It is 
easy to ask students to evaluate the articles they found or were given on the basis of 
these criteria. However, it is diffi cult for students to do this thoroughly for all criteria. 
For this reason it may be best to focus on one at a time in more depth, bearing in mind 
that the main aim of the class is language.

　In terms of how reliable a report is the issue of coverage is addressed in section 
three above. Two other criteria that are simple to grasp and apply but very useful are 
currency and objectivity including neutrality.  Firstly, when focusing on current af-
fairs it is usually preferable for the listening or reading text to be “current” to main-
tain interest. If using a textbook containing news reports, content is necessarily a lit-
tle outdated and how relevant it is to recent events and issues will depend on each 
report. Arguments and facts will change with the times. For example, media argu-
ments for and against nuclear power in Japan, changed rapidly after March 2011. Ex-
amples of changing facts would be the number of AIDS patients in Japan or the rela-
tive ranking of different schools year by year. For this reason, it is probably best, 
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although rather preparation-heavy to use current news in current affairs classes and 
prepare tasks each week, rather than rely on textbooks with ready-made activities, 
listening texts and transcripts.  
　Objectivity is another criteria that is essential in both critical thinking and current 
affairs. In some cases this can just mean the difference between fact and opinion, 
whereas in others, bias, in various forms, could become a focus. 

　With regard to fact/opinion, students can be asked to designate a single sentence 
fact or opinion, or, there could also be a wider choice as shown in Figure 10 with stu-
dents choosing an option for each sentence. More realistically, parts of articles or tran-
scripts could be provided and students can underline and label different sentences as 
in this example （Figure 11） adapted from Butterworth and Thwaites （2005:35）. 

Figure 10

Figure 11

　Even if a report is factually accurate and opinions are clearly recognizable as such, 
rather than being taken for fact, objectivity can still be jeopardised by the report being 
biased/one sided and by it containing language designed to persuade the reader to-
wards one or another point of view.  

　To some extent, as every report will have its own starting point and its own focus, 
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and as it is not possible to show everything in one report, all reports will be necessari-
ly biased; “Objectivity and fairness is an illusion” （Paul and Elder, 2006, p.4）. The aim 
in a current affairs class would be to encourage students to think about the presence 
of bias and to recognise it when it occurs. Taking bias as the focus of a class means 
that the teacher will need to fi nd biased reporting or biased articles, either in broad-
cast or in print. Given some of the media available, this should not be too diffi cult.

　In this example, on the topic of creationism /intelligent design vs. evolution, stu-
dents were given an article about the two sides which came from a site supporting cre-
ationism （Figure 12）.  It was not diffi cult for the students to notice at least some of 
the ways in which the text was biased. 

Figure 12

　A further way that a writer can infl uence a reader or listener is by using persuasive 
language, ether at the beginning in headlines or within the report itself. Figure 13 
shows a few of the headlines used at the time of the Fukushima explosion in March 
2011. The use of language such as “Get out now” is designed to heighten fear and a 
sense of immediate action. This report is also misleading as Britons were not told to 
get out of Tokyo during the aftermath of the explosion. Similarly the use of “nuke” and 
“Hiroshima” can lead the casual reader to think of large nuclear explosions. In class, 
the students were given a number of headlines, some sensationalist and some more 
sober. They were then asked to sort them and give reasons for their decisions.  
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Limitations and Evaluation
　The above fi ve aspects of critical thinking: predicting and interest-raising, identifi -
cation and analysis of arguments, coverage, assumptions and reliability, can all be in-
tegrated relatively smoothly into a current affairs course. Naturally, the explanations 
and examples given above are only a few of the possibilities available. Other aspects of 
critical thinking have not been covered here. One example is accuracy. The accuracy of 
a video broadcast is diffi cult to ascertain. In general, with news sources that are per-
ceived as reliable, certain assumptions have to be made that the facts presented, as 
opposed to opinions, are accurate to the best of the reporter’s knowledge. 
　This report also does not cover important points such as the teacher’s attitude to-
wards students’ questions or opinions, particularly if they differ from the teachers’ 
own, feedback received from teachers or how to manage student interaction and other 
facets of classroom management. 

　Despite the limited nature of the activities outlined above, and in some cases the 
limited nature of the explanation and justifi cation attached to each activity, it should 
be clear that there is certainly a place for the use of tasks to raise awareness of critical 
thinking in current affairs classes. In six elective intermediate classes with a total of 
90 students, students have reacted favourably to the critical thinking content. The ta-
ble below shows the results of the standard department questionnaire given to all 
classes at the end of each term. 
　The three questions shown are those that most closely relate to the syllabus and its 
usefulness.

　Scores of 1 mean the students found the classes useful, increased their motivation 
or were satisfi ed.  A  5 means not useful / not motivating / not satisfi ed at all. 
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　In addition some comments by students indicated that they had taken on board 
some of the aspects of critical thinking introduced in the course. Examples include the 
following: “Now when I hear something like “they say…”, I always think “Who says?”, 
“Why does he say so?” and so on.” “I will not only read writings but also think how 
trustworthy it is from now on.” “Since when I read the handout, I sometimes think 
that what am I saying is right or not, or what it stands for.” “What impressed me the 
most is that we should not believe so easily what we read or what we hear.”  This last 
student also said “With English ability that I have right now, I cannot react promptly 
in English to another’s opinion.” This highlights the fact that it is sometimes diffi cult 
for L2 students to discuss any current affairs topic in English, either for language rea-
sons, or because of the lack of background knowledge and to introduce a critical think-
ing strand may be seen as just too much. However, particularly when dealing with the 
media, critical thinking is essential in any language and the skills learned in one class 
may be transferred to another in the way the students quoted above have highlighted. 
Teachers should aim to promote critical thinking by engaging students’ interest and 
motivation （Meyer, 1986）. Current affairs is commonly a high-interest subject area, 
especially if students have some input into the topics covered in class and the opportu-
nity should not be missed. 

CONCLUSION
　It is by no means an easy task to introduce a critical thinking approach into current 
affairs classes for language learners. However, this paper has demonstrated how such 
classes can be extended by building on a traditional language focused approach to cur-
rent affairs towards an approach that incorporates both language and critical thinking 
skills. The fi ve aspects discussed in this paper （prediction and interest-raising, analy-
sis and evaluation of arguments,  coverage, assumptions and reliability） can be used 
as an introduction to critical thinking in the classroom. This should not be done either 
too quickly or too densely but can be incorporated gradually and as has been shown, 
given the right context, selection and use of materials and guidance, could encourage 
learners to engage in activities and learn more than just language in the language 
classroom. Ideally, the skills learned will reinforce any similar input from other cours-
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Table 1.   Syllabus questionnaire results

1 2 3 4 5
A  The syllabus was helpful for learning 46 36 8 0 0
B   The class increased my motivation and interest in the 

subject 52 34 4 0 0

C  I was satisfi ed with the class 63 19 8 0 0



es that the students are taking and be transferred to other areas of the students’ aca-
demic and social lives.
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