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Preface

I am delighted to write a preface for Yanning Dong’s book, which is based
on her PhD study from 2011 to 2015 in the Department of Language and
Literacy Education, University of British Columbia.

Dr. Dong’s research is cutting edge, exploring the reciprocal effects
between critical thinking (CT) and second language writing. By drawing
insights from the Critical Thinking Model (Paul & Elder, 2001), Skill
Acquisition Theory and the theory of Constructivism, Dr. Dong designed
a CT-oriented writing approach and evaluated the effectiveness of this
approach in actual teaching practice involving 44 second-year English
majors in a Chinese university. The study, with a quasi-experimental design,
demonstrated how an intervention of a CT-oriented writing approach
(with a CT-oriented brainstorming worksheet, CT-oriented peer review
checklist, and CT-oriented rubric for assessing writing) helped students
in the experimental group perform significantly better than those in the
control group. The study conceptualizes and illustrates 1) how critical
thinking skills can be taught by illustrating abstract rules with concrete
examples in writing practice, and 2) how critical thinking disposition could
be cultivated in a constructivist learning and writing environment where
students collaborate with one another as critical thinkers. The external
examiner (Professor Hossein Nassaji at University of Victoria) spoke highly
of Dr. Dong’s work in the examination report:

The thesis is carefully organized and well written. The literature review

is effectively constructed, including the major theoretical and empirical

studies in the domain under investigation. The theoretical framework

is well conceived, reflecting the candidate’s excellent knowledge and
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understanding of the complexities involved in the area of research. The

findings and their implications are discussed very well. Given the paucity

of research in the area, the present study is also timely and can serve as a

basis for similar studies in the future. ... Overall, this is a well-researched

piece of work with important implications and of interest to second
language teachers and teacher educators.

Dr. Dong’s research is timely and significant because it not only makes
a theoretical advancement to the instruction of critical thinking in teaching
English writing, but also demonstrates how writing pedagogy can be advanced
with research. Many students, including some Chinese students, have been
criticized for a lack of critical thinking and individual voice in their English
writing. Writing instructors have also been searching for instructional tools
to guide students in developing and using critical thinking. Dr. Dong’s CT-
oriented approach provides students and instructors with specific guidance
in developing a better understanding of critical thinking and in forming ideas
and arguments effectively in writing using critical thinking strategies.

As her PhD research supervisor, I witnessed how well Dr. Dong
completed her research and developed as a scholar. She is one of the most
creative and thorough students I have worked with as regard to scholarly
ability. Dr. Dong came to her PhD studies with a wealth of academic and
professional achievements which include an excellent MA thesis from Leiden
University in the Netherlands and seven years of managing and developing
textbooks and digital learning materials for English learners in tertiary
education in China. During her four-year PhD program, Dr. Dong completed
her coursework with an outstanding average grade of 90%, and published
two papers in refereed journals. The following characteristics have emerged
in my interactions with her: insightful, reflective, professional, analytical, and

intellectually eager.



Preface

Dr. Dong is gifted in bringing theory into practice. Having demonstrated
considerable capacity as a scholar, Dr. Dong is expected to devote her full
efforts to implementing her research in her current position as the vice
president of Higher English Education Division at Foreign Language Teaching

and Research Press in China.

Ling Shi

Professor
Department of Language and Literacy Education

Faculty of Education

University of British Columbia



Abstract

Recognizing the reciprocal connection between critical thinking (CT)
and writing, many second language (L2) instructors attempt to infuse CT
in their writing classrooms but encounter great challenges due to the fact
that teaching CT in a specific subject requires a “substantial reconstruction
of a teacher’s model of how to teach a discipline” (Nosich, 2005, p. 65).
To facilitate this reconstruction, this study is designed to provide the
needed conceptual, theoretical and pedagogical supports. Based on a
clarification of the concept of CT in L2 writing and the establishment of
a theoretical framework that draws insights from Skill Acquisition Theory
and Constructivism, I developed a CT-oriented L2 writing approach that
included both explicit CT instruction and CT-oriented writing activities.
The effectiveness of this approach was evaluated in actual teaching practice
that involved 44 second-year L2 undergraduates in a Chinese university.
Employing a mixed-method research design, the study involved a pre-study
questionnaire survey, a quasi-experiment and a post-study interview. After
the study, the participants’ pre-test and post-test CT and L2 writing scores
were analyzed. The results of the statistical analyses indicate that the CT-
oriented L2 writing approach was effective for improving students’ CT and
L2 writing scores and that there was a significant high positive relationship
(r=0.89, p<.01) between students’ CT and L2 writing scores. The analysis of
the post-study interview and the participants’ essays and worksheets reveals
that the CT-oriented L2 writing approach has facilitated students’ learning
of both CT and L2 writing by connecting the abstract CT theories and
practical interactive activities and naturally infusing the instruction of CT

into that of L2 writing. The development of the CT-oriented brainstorming
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worksheet and peer review checklist, as well as the “criteria for evaluating CT
in L2 writing” facilitated the teaching, learning and assessment of CT in L2
writing in the present study. Exploring the effectiveness of an approach to CT
in L2 writing, the study provides pragmatic supports for L2 researchers and
instructors who wish to cultivate their students to become not only proficient
language users for effective written communication, but also independent

critical thinkers for their life-long learning.

viii
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