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Abstract 
The purpose of this oral presentation is to report the final results of a research project developed by 
the author during the current academic year (2016-2017), entitled “Interculturality and Critical Thinking 
through Spanish Teaching in Taiwan: An Action Research Project at Tamkang University”. 

The aim of this project, based on an educational action-research methodology with a small group of 
six undergraduates from Department of Spanish at Tamkang University, was to evaluate to what 
extent formal and continuing practice of critical thinking in Spanish classrooms in Taiwan could help to 
improve: (1) students' competence in analyzing and presenting topics in the Spanish language from a 
critical and intercultural point of view, on the one hand, and (2) their performance in the official 
Diploma of Spanish as a Foreign Language (DELE) Level B2 examination, on the other. In this oral 
presentation, I will explain the conclusions drawn after completing the action research process. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Currently the term critical thinking (CT) is widely used in countries all over the world, especially in the 
West. We could safely say that CT is fashionable and that there are few authorities or educational 
institutions in the world today that have not at some time made reference to the need to foster CT 
among the students of their respective countries. However, it is a difficult term to define and explain, 
as Tian and Low remark: “This is manifest from the sheer variety of definitions in the literature and the 
effort people devoted over the years to revising and refining them. […] almost every author of a text 
book of CT has provided a new definition of CT.” [1] But is there any need to define it? According to 
many authors it is unnecessary because CT “is often considered self-explanatory in western academic 
contexts, and that there is a lack of explanation of, and guidelines on, CT for both teachers and 
students”. [2] Nevertheless, the meaning of this term is not so clear for Asian students: “International 
students, especially those from East Asian countries, are therefore especially unclear about how to ‘be 
critical’ in an appropriate way, and thus become actively worried about their own CT performance”. [2] 
So it seems that at this point in the argument is where problems begin.  

Although the modern term "critical thinking" has its roots in the mid-late 20th century, it is an idea that 
has been developing in the West over the past 2500 years. It is not my goal here to offer a single 
definition of CT, nor to review all the definitions that have been proposed so far, but for a compilation 
of the main definitions see the article cited above. And for a substantive and transdisciplinary 
conception of CT, as well as for a brief history of the idea of this concept, I recommend a visit to the 
Foundation for Critical Thinking web site. [3] 

As Lu and Singh point out, a simple Google search for the words “Chinese students” and “critical 
thinking” brings up many newspaper headlines and article references dedicated to the supposed lack 
of critical thinking capabilities among Chinese students, most of them focusing on “international 
Chinese students”. [4] Similar references can be found with search keywords such as “Taiwanese 
students’’ and “critical thinking”, “Japanese students’’ and “critical thinking”, “Korean students’’ and 
“critical thinking” or “Asian students’’ and “critical thinking”, among other nationalities. Media and 
academic sources are located in both the students' native countries and in the foreign countries where 
they study. However we will not obtain similar search results if we use “American students”, “French 
students”, “German students” or “Australian students”, for example, as the keywords going with 
“critical thinking”. Thus, it seems that we are facing a problem related only, or especially, to Asian 
students, but which raises worldwide educational concerns. 

The long and extensive academic discussion on CT by Chinese university students has been 
reviewed by Tian and Low in their article”, [5] the objective of which was “to explore how far it can be 
established from the published research literature whether the key factor affecting Chinese university 
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students’ CT with respect to academic study in English is cultural background or previous training”. [6] 
According to the conclusions of these two authors, Chinese students’ lack of CT at universities abroad 
is not due purely to “Chinese culture” but also to students’ previous learning experiences – that is, 
their previous learning context. Other relevant factors are: “inadequate language proficiency”, 
“unfamiliarity with discourse norms”, “unfamiliarity with disciplinary content”, “amount of 
encouragement received from staff and peers”, and “simple lack of experience at being critical”. [7] 

But what about Chinese university students’ CT with respect to their academic study in other foreign 
languages, for example, Spanish? In contrast to the long debate on this topic linked to English as a 
foreign language, it is hard to find similar published research literature connected to study in Spanish 
or teaching Spanish as a foreign language. In fact, we have found only one recent reference, entitled 
“El fomento del pensamiento crítico en la enseñanza universitaria de ELE en China” (in English, “The 
promotion of critical thinking in Teaching of Spanish as a Foreign Language at universities in China”). 
[8] This article aims to make a modest contribution to understanding “how to deepen [our 
understanding of] the best ways to promote critical thinking with Chinese students”. [9] Among 
relevant factors to be considered when dealing with this goal, the authors indicate (a) student 
participation, (b) student grades and ranking competitiveness, (c) student poor peer listening skills, (d) 
student work and study habits, and (e) time. And they propose the teacher as a CT model able to 
promote among students the criticism of contents and materials in the classroom. They also present 
their positive impressions and conclusions on the incorporation of CT in the classroom, based on a 
teaching experience at Sun Yat Sen University at Zhuhai, in Guangdong Province.  

Thus, in spite of this shortage of studies or media reports, it is clear that the problem of "Chinese 
students" and "critical thinking" also strongly affects the teaching / learning of Spanish (also French, 
German etc.) by Chinese-speaking students. In fact, it is a problem frequently experienced by both 
teachers and students themselves in everyday classes, and particularly in exams. Perhaps the most 
obvious case is the way students complain when they have to face certain tasks of the DELE exams 
(Diplomas of Spanish as a Foreign Language of the Instituto Cervantes), especially in the written 
expression part of DELE B1 and the oral and written interaction tasks of B2 (there are very few 
Taiwanese or Chinese students who present themselves or C1 or C2).  

This happens for two main reasons. On the one hand, from a theoretical point of view, because the 
communicative objectives in which critical thinking is involved increase and become more evident at 
levels B1 and B2, according to the curriculum of the Instituto Cervantes (which is based in turn on the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages). On the other hand, from a practical 
point of view, because some tasks of the official exams B1 to C2 require strong (oral and/or written) 
expression of CT by the candidates. 

For example, in terms of theory, the part of the curriculum mentioned above related to General 
Objectives for A1-B2 levels (the student as an intercultural speaker, Cultural References, 
Consolidation Phase) indicates (English translation and underlining is mine): “2.3. To incorporate into 
the cultural heritage itself a broad and critical view of the cultural references of Spain and Latin 
America: 2.3.1. To deepen the information level of the cultural aspects of Hispanic countries - 
geographical, demographic, economic characteristics, etc. - and to be able to make comparisons and 
critical assessments from an intercultural perspective. 2.3.2. To deepen knowledge of artistic trends, 
political and social events, etc., with a broad and nuanced view, open to critical analysis, from the 
knowledge of the heritage of the culture of origin, and in relation to the cultures of Spain and Hispanic 
America.” [10] 

Of course, for C1-C2 levels CT the requirements increase, and more specific remarks on CT can be 
found in the Curriculum, most of all connected to the B1-B2 Inventory of General Notions and the C1-
C2 Inventory of Specific Notions, the Inventory of Intercultural Skills and Attitudes and the Inventory of 
Learning Procedures. [10]  

On the other hand, DELE exams usually include tasks where CT is clearly involved. For example, in 
the official 2016 DELE B2, Interaction and Written Expression part, candidates were asked: (a) to 
compare the data obtained in two graphs (on public attendance at the cinema) and to highlight the 
most important data, (b) to express their opinion on the information offered by the graph and to 
propose new ideas, (c) to draw a conclusion, (d) to express their opposition to a political measure 
(installation of a gas station in their neighborhood), (e) to offer arguments that justify their position, (f) 
to suggest possible solutions.  

In short, Taiwanese university students who learn Spanish, as well as those who study in English or in 
other European languages, must also face serious challenges in which CT is involved. Because there 

7584



is a significant lack of empirical studies in this particular area, this paper is an exploratory, qualitative 
study aimed at producing new evidence and improving this aspect of education. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
In terms of method, this paper, and the research project on which it is based, employs an individual 
action research approach, – that is, a disciplined process of inquiry conducted by an investigator 
(myself) in order to improve and refine their education work as well as to help other teachers with the 
same objective. It was conducted from August 2016 to May 2017 at the Department of Spanish of 
Tamkang University in Taiwan. 

As Sagor claims, action research has a positive effect for many reasons, the most significant being 
“relevance to the participants”: “Relevance is guaranteed because the focus of each research project 
is determined by the researchers, who are also the primary consumers of the findings.” [4] But even 
more important, “action research helps educators be more effective at what they care most about: 
their teaching and the development of their students”. [11] Also, action research serves three 
compatible purposes: (a) building a reflective practitioner, (b) making progress on schoolwide priorities, 
(c) building professional cultures, in order to professionalize teaching, enhance the motivation and 
efficacy of a weary faculty, meet the needs of an increasingly diverse student body, and achieve 
success with “standards-based” reforms. [11] 

Although this action research was engaged in by a single teacher, it involved the typical seven-step 
procedure which can become an endless cycle for an inquiring investigator: (1) Selecting a focus, (2) 
Clarifying theories, (3) Identifying research questions, (4) Collecting data, (5) Analyzing data, (6) 
Reporting results (7). [11] Thus, Step 1, began with identifying the research topic, that is, the 
element(s) of teacher’s practice and the aspect of student learning (i. e. CT) to be investigated. Step 2 
involved identifying the values, beliefs, and theoretical perspectives the researcher holds relating to 
his focus, which in this case was about increasing the ability of a small group of students to express 
CT in Spanish, especially in relation to tasks involving oral expression and written interaction and 
expression. Step 3 consisted of generating a set of personally meaningful research questions to guide 
the inquiry: Do students know what CT is? What do they intuitively understand by CT? Are they able to 
express CT in their mother tongue? To what extent do they apply intellectual standards to the 
elements of reasoning in order to develop intellectual traits? What is their ability to develop all these 
aspects in Spanish? Can these skills be improved if taught and formally practiced?  

In order to obtain the best possible data (valid, reliable and relevant) on which to base my instructional 
decisions and findings, the next step, i. e. collecting data (4), was developed through a seminar with a 
small group of six volunteer students, with a level of Spanish B1-B2, who were particularly interested 
in learning about CT and improving their Spanish proficiency. In total there were six two-hour 
sessions, to which must be added the tasks performed by the learners at home. For data collection 
different sources and approaches were used that would suit my particular students: tests, classroom 
discussions, questionnaires and written surveys, writing tasks, and oral interaction. Once the data was 
collected, the next step was data analysis, in order to acquire a better understanding of the 
phenomenon under investigation. 

3 RESULTS 
On the one hand, from my study of the general and specific objectives of the Curriculum of the 
Instituto Cervantes it can be concluded that there is a clearly expressed progression of requirements 
related to CT from Level A1 to level C2, and this is also reflected in the requirements for DELE official 
exams. This increase is especially noticeable from level B2 onwards, particularly in the written 
expression and interaction tasks, which are the most difficult ones for Taiwanese students, 
unaccustomed as they are to dealing with tasks where CT is involved. Thus, according to the data of 
100 DELE exams carried out in Taiwan during 2016 and provided by the candidates themselves to 
their university, while more than 70% of the candidates passed the DELE A2 and B1, only 50% 
reached level B2. On the other hand, the most difficult exercises for these candidates to overcome 
correspond to the group "Written expression and interaction", with an average of 17.72 points out of a 
total of 25 possible points, this being the part where most CT is required by the candidate. Therefore, 
at this level we have an indication of a relationship between the degree of CT involved in the tests and 
negative results. However, since the B2 level tests are simply harder, further and deeper research is 
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needed to determine to what extent CT factors, among others, have a decisive influence on the poor 
performance of the candidates. 

On the other hand, all participants in my seminar on CT held during the current semester at my 
university were very interested in the subject and in improving their critical capacity. At first, however, 
they displayed an intuitive and confused idea about the very meaning of the term, both when 
expressed in their mother tongue (in writing) and in Spanish (orally). This was reflected in the drafting 
of an argumentative text on a theme chosen by them: most of them adopted either a descriptive-
informative or a one sided point of view. Only one of the students opted for a certain critical 
perspective. Also at the beginning of the seminar, half claimed to agree with the phrase: "Taiwanese 
students lack critical thinking", while the other half disagreed: they pointed out that they have critical 
thinking but that because of shyness, fear or personality they are unwilling to express it. They blamed 
their previous education and the attitude of their teachers, who have always repressed their critical 
opinions. 

Also, after finding out more about what CT in study really meant, they all confirmed that in their 
previous years of study in Taiwan they never did CT activities, either orally or in writing. At the same 
time, they agreed that "critical thinking is not tested in Taiwan", in the sense that in neither regular 
examinations during the course nor school entrance exams were they were asked to express 
themselves orally or in writing from a critical perspective. According to them, during their previous 
studies, what they had to do was to respond as indicated in the manuals or by the teacher. This lack of 
CT experience at school became more evident in two concrete moments: one, when they had to apply 
Paul and Elder’s template for analysing the logic of a science text [12]; another, when they learnt 
about “textual commentary”, one of the most important intellectual activities in Western education and 
in the Social Sciences or the Humanities, as it is understood in a country like Spain for Language and 
Literature classes at Senior High School. In both cases the students stated that they had never before 
been asked to analyse a text “in that way” –that is, in the first case, analysing the reasoning of an 
author in order to establish the system of ideas within a text, and in the second case demonstrating 
that they understand and know how to analyse and interpret the global meaning of a text. This 
involves expressing the ideas of the text with clarity, precision and maturity, offering ideas in an 
orderly, linguistically coherent and correct way, and making a critical judgment offering their opinion on 
what the text says. Instead of that, all the seminar participants stated that, when working with texts in 
Taiwanese schools, they were usually simply asked to answer multiple choice test questions. 
Everyone agreed that learning was based more on memorizing textbooks, without any further 
explanations, for the sole purpose of getting high grades in exams.  

Talking about critical thinking concepts and tools was a novelty, and students recognized that they did 
not usually take into account the majority of Universal Intellectual Standards (Clarity, Accuracy, Depth, 
Breadth, Logic, Significance, Precision and Fairness), either when they thought about or wrote the first 
written task in DELE tests. At the same time, they recognized that they do not usually apply these 
standards to the Elements of Critical Thinking (Purposes, Questions, Points of view, Information, 
Inferences, Concepts, Implications, Assumptions) as a condition for developing Intellectual Traits 
(Intellectual Humility, Intellectual Autonomy, Intellectual Integrity, Intellectual Courage, Intellectual 
Perseverance, Confidence in Reason, Intellectual Empathy and Fairmindedness). However, after 
becoming familiar with these concepts and tools during the seminar, through different types of 
activities, an improvement was observed in their abilities in both speaking and writing in the seminar 
classroom. This was shown, for example, by the greater capacity for critical analysis observed in their 
last writing exercise, carried out in the last session of the seminar, compared to the first one.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
According to the results of this action research project, it seems that the Taiwanese educational 
system does not include, encourage or develop CT among students, at least not seriously. As a result, 
Taiwanese students are not familiar with either the concepts or the tools of CT. Consequently, they 
have serious problems when expressing themselves critically, not only in a foreign language such as 
Spanish, but also in their mother tongue. Two influential factors in this situation are the format of 
exams, which are over-dependent on multiple-choice formats, and classroom activities and dynamics, 
which prevent students from asking questions and expressing themselves critically. 

Secondly, formal and continuing practice of CT in Spanish classroom in Taiwan is very necessary and 
it can help to improve student’s poor competence at analyzing and presenting topics in the Spanish 
language from a critical and intercultural point of view, as well as their performance in official Diploma 
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of Spanish as a Foreign Language (DELE) Level B1-B2 and upper examinations, especially in more 
difficult parts such as written expression and interaction. Different methods can be implemented in 
order to achieve this goal: for example classroom discussions, text-based writing tasks and oral 
interaction focused on CT. Taiwanese students need to learn how analyze, synthesize, summarize, 
paraphrase, conclude, etc., not only in Spanish but in general, so teachers in every academic subject 
should contribute to developing these CT operations.  

Thirdly, according to this research findings, the causes of Chinese students' lack of CT identified by 
Tian and Low were also noted in Taiwanese university learners of Spanish: their lack of CT is not due 
purely to “Chinese culture” but also and most of all to students’ previous learning experiences –  that is, 
their previous learning context. Likewise, “inadequate language proficiency”, “unfamiliarity with 
discourse norms”, “unfamiliarity with disciplinary content”, “amount of encouragement received from 
staff and peers”, and “simple lack of experience at being critical” are other relevant factors in the 
Taiwanese educational context. 

Finally, because Taiwanese university students who learn Spanish also face serious challenges in 
which critical thinking is involved, and given the lack studies in this particular area, it can also be 
concluded that we need many more quantitative and qualitative investigations with a view to better 
understanding the problems of our students and applying the necessary remedies, if we are to 
improve not only their language performance but also their own quality of life. With regard to this 
action research, at a later stage it will be completed with the final step, consisting of informed action or 
action planning, which will involve developing an academic program for the 2017-2017 Spanish 
Composition II subject and refining my own future teaching practice. 
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