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Abstract: It is logical to believe that a better thinker who has greater control over the
thinking process is likely to get more benefits in his/her life. For students of language in general
and of English language in particular, being able to think critically is crucial in developing
language proficiency and communicative ability, which helps not only produce good
argumentative writing but also join a debatable speech. Inspired by the above benefits, this study
aims to assess students’ manifestation of critical thinking through 21 argumentative writings
on both familiar and unfamiliar topics. The writings were carried out under time pressure
during class hours by the third-year English majors of class 113213 at Hung Yen University of
Technology and Education (UTEHY). By combining the model proposed by Stapleton (2001) and
Ennis-Weir's set of criteria in the investigation quantitatively and qualitatively, the researcher
could determine whether content familiarity plays a role in critical thinking. The results not
only provide the answer to this inquiry but also show a certain grasp of critical thinking in the
students 'writings. According to this, students need more training in both writing and reasoning
skills to avoid falling into inconsistency and a slippery slope; besides, students’ familiarity with
a certain topic significantly contributes to the quality of their arguments. Based on such results,
some implications and suggestions for both learners and teachers are presented.

Keywords: critical thinking skills, writing skills, personal developments, thinking process,
argumentative writing.

1. Introduction

While “critical thinking” is widely
recognized as an educational objective
because it signifies quality thinking,
the concept of critical thinking is
still subject to debate across different
cultures. Many scholars argue that critical
thinking originated in Western societies,
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particularly influenced by Greek culture
and its associated schools of thought and
famous philosophers.

As a central goal of education in
general, developing critical thinking
skills has also become a key objective for
educators in both firstand second-language
education. However, English language



teachers in the context of EFL (English
as a Foreign Language), particularly
in Vietnam, are often constrained by
the language skills of their students.
For example, in terms of writing skills,
students’ essays often seem to disappoint
instructors, especially when it comes to
argumentative essays. Their essays are
considered to lack critical thinking due to
the perceptions above. Since both native
and non-native speakers alike have to
exert significant effort to become ‘critical
thinkers in English,’ this assertion needs
careful consideration.

Courses on argumentative writing
and critical thinking typically focus
on argumentation. In most English
teaching programs in Vietnam, there is
always a component of argumentative
writing training that integrates Western
argumentation frameworks and critical
thinking skills. To determine whether
Vietnamese students have good inference
abilities like native speakers, it is advisable
to study their argumentative essays.

As an EFL teacher at UTEHY, the
researcher of this article understands the
importance of critical thinking for third-
year English majors because they are
about to finish their courses with many
paperwork tasks and communication
needs. Therefore, when evaluating
students’ analytical and reasoning skills
in a situational study, the researcher wants
to explore whether the third-year EFL
students here demonstrate characteristics
of critical thinking in their English essays
and whether familiarity with the content
is a factor affecting students’ thinking
processes.

Research questions

Based on the statement of the
problem, this study sought to answer the
following two major questions, including
the subdivided ones.
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1. To what extent do the third-year
EFL students at UTEHY display critical
thinking in their argumentative essays?

2. To what extent does familiarity
affect the quality of critical thinking in
those students’writings?

I1. Literature Review

2.1. Previous studies related to
critical thinking

The first study of the field entitled
“The role of critical thinking skills and
learning styles of university students in
their academic performance” by Zohre
Ghazivakili  Roohangiz Norouzi Nia,
Faride Panahi, Mehrdad Karimi, Hayede
Gholsorkhi, and Zarrin Ahmadi (2014)
aimed to determine the relationship
between learning styles and critical
thinking of students and their academic
performance in Alborz University of
Medical Science. The one named “A study
of critical thinking in higher education
students” by Revista Latinoamericana de
Estudios Educativos (Colombia), vol. 16,
no. 2, pp. 256-279, 2020, shows a proposal
on the specific diagnosis of critical
thinking skills in higher education students
according to literal, inferential and critical
reading levels. Critical thinking skills
and their impacts on elementary school
students by Sarwanto, Fajari, L. E. W,
& Chumdari. (2021) aimed to examine
elementary school students’ critical
thinking skills and their impact.

2.2. Concepts of critical thinking

Critical thinking is a rich concept
that has been developed over the past
2500 years since the time of Socrates, and
it has numerous definitions. Presenting
a definitive statement about critical
thinking is very challenging because it
holds different meanings for different
people and can be explored through
various approaches. Therefore, to gain
an overview of prominent conceptions of
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critical thinking, it is necessary to consider
notable perspectives from multiple
angles. While there are literary references
emphasizing language acquisition and the
views of practitioners and learners, it is
important to highlight various angles of
critical thinking.

2.3. Argumentative writing and
critical thinking

Firstly, it is essential to revisit Baker
& Brizee’s (2007, paragraph 1) definition:
“Argumentative writing is the act of
forming reasons, making inductions,
drawing conclusions, and applying
them to the case in discussion; inferring
propositions, not known or admitted as
true, from known, admitted, or proven
facts or principles.” Accordingly, the main
function of an argumentative essay is to
demonstrate that your viewpoint, theory,
or hypothesis about something is more
accurate or truthful than other opinions,
theories, or hypotheses. Mastering the art
of argumentation is never easy. Having a
viewpoint does not necessarily mean one
can successfully argue with others, even
if their perspective seems very logical and
reasonable. The definition clearly explains
the reasoning process from what is known
or assumed to what is unknown, forming
reasons, making inductions, drawing
conclusions, and applying them to the case
under discussion. Without doing this, you
do not argue, just an assertion, an opinion
without a foundation.

The wultimate goal of writing
argumentative essays is to persuade
readers to believe in the writer’s viewpoint;
therefore, writing must authentically reflect
the writer’s thoughts and ideas. Strategies
for presenting arguments, providing
appropriate supporting evidence and
examples, and refuting counterarguments
used by a critical thinker will all be
presented in their argumentative essay.
This implies that a person with good

reasoning skills will create good writing,
and a skilled critic will produce a good
argumentative essay. Sachs (2004) has
indicated areciprocal relationship between
critical thinking and writing, particularly
in argumentative writing, which involves
both the process of critical thinking and
the product of conveying the results of
critical thinking. Hence, argumentative
texts can be used to measure critical
thinking skills. According to observations
by Stapleton (2001), although critical
thinking receives much attention in the
field of second language acquisition, there
is little focus on assessments for evaluating
critical thinking. Current critical thinking
tests tend to assess specifics related to the
content of the test. McPeck (1990) declared
that at least 26 tests have been designed
to measure critical thinking skills, but
they are often limited to multiple-choice
tools that do not allow any exploration of
reasoning behind the examinee’s answers.
One of the most widely used assessments
of critical thinking in writing is the Ennis-
Weir Critical Thinking Essay Test. It is
a general test of critical thinking within
the context of argumentation and is
considered a diagnostic tool for identifying
areas of reasoning or specific arguments
(Stapleton, 2001, p.514). “This is the only
critical thinking test that requires students
to write a response to evaluate the quality
of reasoning in a paragraph” (Hatcher,
1995, p.27, as quoted in Paul, 2001,
p.515).

In response to the Ennis-Weir
Critical Thinking Essay Test, Stapleton
(2001) agrees that general concepts of
critical thinking can stem from this model,
but like many other tests of this type, he
suggests that these criteria seem specific
to the content. Subsequently, he proposes
a model to address the issue of inadequate
comprehensive critical thinking tests
by outlining a plan to evaluate any
argumentative passage. Those using



this model rank to identify key elements
of critical thinking demonstrated in
specific essays, assessing each essay
for (a) the number of arguments, (b)
the level of evidence, (c) recognition of
opposing arguments, (d) corresponding
rebuttals, and (e) the number of errors.
Critical thinking can be assessed through
argumentative essays based on factors
derived from Stapleton’s proposal and
criteria provided by Ennis-Weir.

2.4. Topic familiarity and critical
thinking skills

Not only does language proficiency
affect the argumentative writing ability of
L2 learners, but topic familiarity is also
believed to influence students’ writing
ability. The influence of familiarity with
the topic on argumentative thinking
has been noted in Stapleton’s (2001)
and Indah’s (2017) studies. Stapleton
investigated the impact of becoming
familiar with content on students’
argumentative thinking ability. Forty-five
Japanese university students were asked
to write argumentative essays on topics
related to rice imports into Japan, which
were considered familiar topics as they
were widely discussed in Japan at that
time. Another topic was gun control in the
United States, which was unfamiliar as it
involved issues outside the participants’
national context. Findings showed that
familiar topics encouraged more student
argumentation. Content on familiar
topics was richer in terms of quantity and
diversity of statements and supporting
data. However, more counterarguments
and refutations of opposing views were
found on unfamiliar topics. Errors were
also more frequent on familiar topics,
mostly related to personal emotional
involvement.

Conversely, errors related to
unfamiliar topics were fewer and lacked
emotional appeal. Fallacies related
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to familiar topics tended to be more
common, overly simplified, and irrelevant.
Stapleton concluded that familiar
topics enhanced more extensive use of
compensation requirements, data, and
reference materials. Familiar topics also
encouraged diversity of data and evidence,
making arguments stronger. However,
unfamiliar topics tended to provoke more
counterarguments and fewer errors.

II1. Research methodology
3.1. Sample

According to Pritha Bhandari (2023),
a sample is the specific group that you will
collect data from. The size of the sample
is always less than the total size of the
population. The samples in this study are
purposively selected since the study only
focused on one of many types of writing
tasks the students had learned during all
compulsory writing courses. Third-year
students wrote the selected essays because
at the time of the study, they were practicing
argumentative writing in their Writing 5
course. The course instructor, who worked
independently of the researchers of this
study, provided all 21 essays. The writing
exercises were carried out under time
pressure during class hours to meet the
course assessment requirements.

3.2 Sampling

Muhammad Hassan (2024)
explained that sampling refers to
selecting a subset of data from a larger
population or dataset to analyze or make
inferences about the whole population.
In other words, sampling involves taking
a representative sample of data from a
larger group or dataset in order to gain
insights or draw conclusions about the
entire group. Besides, he emphasized that
sampling methods refer to the techniques
used to select a subset of individuals or
units from a larger population to conduct
statistical analysis or research.
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3.2.1. Participants

Due to the nature of the study, the
researchers also purposively sampled 21
third-year EFL students from the same
group at UTEHY. All students were in
their first semester of the third year, aged
between 19 and 21, and from various
localities within Hai Duong province.
All of them participated in the Writing 5
course and were taught by the same teacher
with the same curriculum, activities, and
assessment system.

3.2.2. Topic

With the consent and support of the
Writing 5 course instructor, 21 students
were inadvertently divided into two
equal-sized groups, and the researchers
assigned each group a pre-prepared
writing topic. There were two topics,
one familiar to most Vietnamese people
and the other unfamiliar. Accordingly,
half of the participants were randomly
selected to work on the familiar topic and
the other half on the unfamiliar topic. An
important note is that before the exam
period, students were provided with
some topics, including two topics used in
this study.

3.2.3 Raters

Due to the subjective nature required
in any assessment process, the study
relied on the activities of two separate
raters to read and score all sample essays.
These two raters were both appointed by
the Head of the English Department. Both
of them were working at the university
where this study was conducted.

3.3. Data collection

3.3.1. Instruments

Best and Kahn (1993, as cited in
Ghonaim, 2005) consider documents to be
one of the most important sources of data
collection. This source of information
helps provide deeper insights, thereby

increasing the reliability of researchresults.
Since the study focuses on evaluating
students’ actual reflection on their critical
thinking abilities in their writing rather
than their general awareness, researchers
have decided to use students’ essay tests
as the primary tool.

3.3.2. Procedures
3.3.2.1. Design of the writing tasks

Before explaining the writing tasks
as the main source to collect data for this
study, the researcher would like to clarify
the term “familiarity”. It relates to theories
on schemata and knowledge structures.
Rumelhart (as cited in Stapleton, 2001)
described schemata as prototypes of
memory arising from familiar experiences
that individuals use to interpret related
knowledge. When people are given
information, those who already know can
develop their knowledge by organizing
related principles and notions and link
to their application. On the other hand,
the schemata of people who find the
information new may contain certain ideas
about the situation but lack knowledge of
related principles and their application.

The familiar topic requires students
to respond to the statement, “Zobacco
companies should compensate smokers
who have become ill as a result of
smoking.” The issue of smokers’ demand
of compensation was selected because
of the following reasons. Firstly, it was
always one of the most frequently used
topics in writing at any level, although the
question was modified a little. Secondly,
people keep talking about smoking largely
on media means with its pros and cons,
and the public attention has recently been
directed to the rights of consumers with
many cases in which the buyers and users
filed the producers. All of the information
sources related to the issue seemed close
and rich enough for the students to get
used to the tone of such kind of debate and



easily develop their own arguments. The
third reason was that among many topics
assigned as homework when informally
asked by the researcher, ‘which topic
would you be most ready to work on?’
19 out of 21 students picked the topic of
smoking.

For the wunfamiliar topic, the
legalization of prostitution was chosen.
Students were asked to respond to the
statement.  “Prostitution  should  be
legalized because it brings a lot of benefits.
This topic was deemed unfamiliar because
prostitution is forbidden in Vietnam, and
people quite often avoided talking about
it. As an Eastern culture, the question
of whether or not prostitution should be
legal hardly ever occurs to Vietnamese,
let alone discussed openly. Another reason
for choosing it was that few students
voluntarily worked on such a topic.

It is believed that those two topics
would provide participants with a good
opportunity to use critical thinking skills
to explore the topics’ complexities. As
Stapleton (2001) pointed out, a potential
criticism of using familiar content to elicit
critical thinking is that it encourages well-
rehearsed reasons and evidence absorbed
through exposure to the media, schooling,
andparents. Ontheotherhand, Glaser(1984)
claimed that people have little familiarity
with a topic and lack the schemata with
which to infer further knowledge. (as cited
in Stapleton, 2001). As such, it is presumed
that the benefits of schemata evoked by
a familiar topic outweigh its potential
hindrance. Therefore, the main aim of
choosing both a familiar and unfamiliar
topic was to explore how students’ rich
schemata regarding compensation for
smokers with their schemata regarding
the legalization of prostitution, which was
supposed to be poorer. It was hypothesized
that rich schemata would enhance critical
thinking abilities.
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3.3.2.2. Essay Tests Conducted and
Collected

Before taking the argumentative
essay test, students were assigned several
topics to prepare at home, some familiar
and some unfamiliar. With the consent
of the course instructor, the researcher
included the two test topics in the student’s
homework. They were advised to gather
information from the Internet and read
related documents on the assigned topics
before actually writing an essay on one of
them in the test.

The argumentative essay test was
conducted at the end of the course, within
a permissible time of 60 minutes, under
close supervision of the lecturer and the
researcher. Participants did not know
which topic they would write about until
the test time. Both those who wrote about
familiar topics and those who wrote
about unfamiliar topics were randomly
selected.

Upon completion of the test time,
students submitted their essays. The
researcher collected all 21 essays, which
were then compiled into identical hard
and soft copies of Microsoft Word files
for archival purposes and the study’s
evaluation process.

IV. Findings and discussion

4.1. The results of the assessment
of critical thinking

4.1.1. The display of critical thinking
in students’ argumentative writings

The median score represents the
middle value in the list of scores when
they are arranged in order. It indicates the
central tendency of the scores given by
each rater, whereas The mode is the score
that appears most frequently among all
the scores given by each rater. From Table
1 below, generally, the average mark
(Median) rater A gave for all 21 papers
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was 4.5, with the most popular mark
(Mode) being 3.75; meanwhile, rater B
gave an average score (Median) of 5 with
the most frequently seen (Mode) mark
of 5. Based on the holistic rating scale,
giving scores ranging from 1 to 9, which
two raters consulted when giving scores to
the students’ writings, their score set often
fell within the middle part of the scale. It
proves that when being assessed by two
different people, students’ writing pieces
display a certain grasp of critical thinking,
with the most popular scores around
average scores.

Table 1: Average score (Median) and
score with the highest frequency of
appearance (Mode) of all 21 writings
given by each rater

Rater A | Rater B
Median 4.5 5
Mode 3.75 5

Table 2 below presents data on the
average scores (measured by the median)
and the most frequently occurring scores
(measured by the mode) for writing pieces
on familiar and unfamiliar topics, rated by
two different raters (Rater A and Rater B).

Table 2: Average scores (Median) and scores with the highest frequency of appearance

(Mode) of each group of writing pieces regarding the topic given

Familiar topic- Familiar topic - Unfamiliar topic - | Unfamiliar topic-
Rater A Rater B Rater A Rater B
Mode 4 4 4.5 5
Median 3.75 4.25 4.25 5

As can be seen from the table, the
average scores (Median) of 11 writings
on familiar topics and 10 on unfamiliar
topics given by both raters were 3.75,
4.25, 4.25, and 5, while the scores with
the highest frequency of appearance
(Mode) were 4, 4, 4.5 and 5, respectively.
This table shows that both raters tend to
score unfamiliar topics slightly higher
than familiar ones, with Rater B showing

amore consistent pattern of giving higher
scores overall.

As the two tables above indicated,
critical thoughts in students’ writing
samples definitely existed considering
the whole sampling of 21 essays and two
separated groups on two different topics.
Third year EFL students at UTEHY had
an average grasp of critical thinking and
reasoning in their written argumentation.

4.1.2. The number of arguments, evidence, refutations, and fallacies in the 21 students’

argumentative writings.

Table 3: Total number and average number of each element of critical thinking

Variable Total Mean
Argument 57 1.6
Evidence 54 1.5
Opposition Recognition/ Refutation 2 0.05
Fallacies 42 1.2
Number of samples (N) 21

The data in Table 3 showed that
students, regardless of the type of topic they
worked on, all employed critical thinking
elements to build up their argumentation.
On average, each writing had at least 1.6
arguments, 1.5 pieces of evidence, and 0.05

pieces of recognition of opposite ideas or
refutation, as well as 1.2 fallacies. These
raw results, as observed, only reveal the
amount of output from each student, that
is, the number of critical thinking elements,
without revealing its quality.
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4.1.3. The differences in critical thinking elements found in two groups of writings

Table 4: Total Numbers and Differences of Elements of Critical Thinking in Writing
Samples on Familiar and Unfamiliar Topics

Variable Familiar Topic | Unfamiliar Topic Dfﬁ'“erence (in
positive number)
Argument 41 16 25
Evidence 32 22 10
Opposition Recognition/ Refutation 0 2 2
Fallacies 8 34 26
Number of samples (N) 11 10

The results in Table 4 reveal that
participants who wrote on the familiar
topic included 25 arguments and 10 pieces
of evidence more than those writing on the
unfamiliar topic. However, it is interesting
to observe that one of the listed elements of
critical thinking was found in the writings
on unfamiliar topics (2 refutations). In
contrast, there was none in the ones on
unfamiliar topics. Besides, according to
Table 4, participants writing on familiar
topics made fewer fallacious arguments
than the ones writing on unfamiliar topics,
with a difference of 26 fallacies. Although
the statistics suggest that familiarity with
a topic enhances the number of arguments,
evidence pieces and fallacies, it says little
about the participants’ ability to recognize
and refute other viewpoints.

4.2. Pedagogical implications

This study itself is indeed a case in
which the participants in this evaluation
process demonstrated critical thinking, even
though they are Asian or East Asian learners.
This point is significant in addressing the
viewpoint that Vietnamese individuals, in
particular, and English learners in Asia,
in general, lack critical thinking skills.
Furthermore, English learners in Vietnam
may acquire better critical thinking skills
if provided with favorable conditions to
access and learn the necessary skills. From
that perspective, there is a suggestion for
educational managers at the university

where the research was conducted, as well
as at any educational institution concerned
with this issue, to consider expanding the
curriculum on teaching critical thinking.
When taught as an independent subject,
students will systematically absorb
theoretical knowledge of skills from basic
to advanced to acquire the necessary
supplementary skills for effective critical
thinking. When integrated into other
subjects, critical thinking skills will be
beneficial in assimilating and upgrading
the specific knowledge of each subject or
achieving any practical goals of learners.
For English teachers in particular,
especially those teaching language skills, it
would be very beneficial because learners
can become familiar with Western thinking
and reasoning, thereby gaining a better
understanding of language, people, and
culture to which native speakers can relate.
They can use the critical thinking skills
they have learned to support their writing,
speaking, reading, and listening skills
during their time at school and beyond,
honoring and enhancing their English
communication skills.

V. Conclusion
5.1. Summary

The results of the study showed that
most students had a basic understanding
of the critical thinking skills that opinions
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needed to be supported. This is crucial
because they have not been formally
taught about critical thinking skills.
Secondly, students working on both
topics presented errors in the relationship
between assertions and reasons or evidence
in an argument, known as logical fallacies.
Lastly, students’ familiarity with a certain
topic significantly contributes to the quality
of their arguments. Essays on familiar
topics contain deeper and more insightful
opinions, while those on unfamiliar topics
tend to contain more logical errors. Typical
errors found in essays on unfamiliar topics
are four times higher than those in essays
on familiar topics.

5.2. Limitations of the study

The first limitation of this study
is the limited number of information
providers and survey samples. Due to the
administrative structure of the school, there
was only one group of third-year English
major students in the academic year 2023-
2024. Therefore, all 21 members in the same
English class of 113213 were a relatively
small number compared to the scope of this
article, thus limiting the applicability of the
findings from this article to some extent.
It is also regrettable that compared to the
major issues initially raised regarding
research and critical thinking assessment,
this secondary study merely represents
an initial exploration of the influence of
familiarity with knowledge on students’
critical thinking performance.

5.3. Suggestions for further studies

During the course of this study, the
researcher encountered several ideas that
could be explored in future research. This
study focused solely on the argumentative
writings of one group of third-year students,
so the findings may not fully represent the
entire student population at the college.

Therefore, a more comprehensive follow-
up study involving a larger number of
participants from various groups would
be beneficial. Since the conclusions in
this paper are based solely on teachers’
assessments, it would be valuable to conduct
a study that also includes perspectives from
different teachers and even from students
themselves.
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PHAT TRIEN KY NANG TU DUY PHAN BIEN PE DAY
KY NANG VIET CHO SINH VIEN NAM THU 3 NGANH
NGON NGU ANH TRUONG PAI HQC SU PHAM KY
THUAT HUNG YEN

Nguyén Thi Bich Vin'

Tém tit: C6 1¢ rang mot nguoi suy nghi tot hon va kiém sodt tot hon qud trinh suy nghi
6 thé nhdn dwoc nhiéu loi ich hon trong cudc song ciia minh. Poi voi sinh vién ngén ngiv
néi chung va tiéng Anh néi riéng, kha nang tw duy phan bién rdt quan trong trong viéc phat
trién trinh ¢ ngén ngit va giao tiép, khéng chi givip tao ra mét bai viét Idp ludn hay ma con
giip ich cho bai phdt biéu mang tinh tranh ludn. Xudt phat tir nhitng loi ich trén, nghién ciru
nay nham muc dich danh gid biéu hién tw duy phan bién ciia sinh vién théng qua 21 bai viét
ldp lugn Vé cd cac chi dé quen thuoc va khong quen thuoc. Cac bai viét dwoc thuc hién dudi
dp liee thoi gian trong gio hoc ciia sinh vién nam thir ba chuyén nganh tiéng Anh 16p 113213
tai trirong Pai hoc Sw pham Ky thudt Hung Yén (UTEHY). Bang cdch két hop mé hinh do
Stapleton (2001) dé xudt va bé tiéu chi ciia Ennis-Weir trong qud trinh diéu tra dé dinh lrong
va dinh tinh, nha nghién ctru co thé xdc dinh xem sur quen thugc vé ndi dung co dong vai tro
trong tw duy phan bién hay khéng. Két qua khéng chi cung cdp cdu trd 16i cho cdu héi ndy ma
con cho thdy sw nam bdt nhat dinh vé tw duy phdan bién trong cdc bai viét cia sinh vién. Theo
do, sinh vién thuc su can dwoc dao tao nhiéu hon vé ca ky nang viét va ky nang lap lugn aé
tranh roi vdo tinh trang khéng nhdt quan va trugt doc; bén canh dé, sw quen thudc ciia sinh
vién véi mot chi dé nhat dinh gop phd‘n dang ké vao chat lwong ldp ludn cua ho. Dua trén
nhitng két qua ndy, mét s6 goi y cho ca ngueoi hoc va gido vién dwoc trinh bay.

Tir khéa: ky nang tw duy phé phan, kj ning viét, phat trién ban than, qud trinh suy nghi, bai
viét nghi lugn.

T Truong Pai hoc Su pham Ky thuat Hung Yén



