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An American lecturer teaching at a Chinese and American 

university in China found that his Chinese students were 

hesitating to express independent critical thinking. The article 

discusses 16 factors potentially contributing to this hesitancy. It 

then presents a study of 3,000 Chinese university students who 

were asked to assess their own independent and critical 

thinking ability, the efficacy of critical thinking in their lives, 

and the amount of change they thought they had experienced 

through three semesters of classroom exposure to critical 

thinking opportunities. The article then outlines nine of the 

techniques that the author has used to encourage independent 

thinking in his own classes, with considerable success. 

Improved critical thinking is a gradual process; however, it is 

possible with the right pedagogical approaches and classroom 

management strategies. 

 

 

As many others have observed, Chinese university students 

studying in China have seldom been exposed to the same 

practices and challenges of thinking critically and 

independently that are common in Western educational systems. 

This article was originally intended to provide a practical, 

readable guide for Western professors desiring to improve their 

                                                 
1
 At the time of this article’s original submission to the Walailak 

Journal of Asian Studies, Brian Swanson, J.D., was an 

American attorney serving as a professor at SIAS International 

University in Henan, China. 
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ability to relate to and engage their Chinese students in the area 

of critical thinking. However, it may also be of use to 

professors—of all nations and ethnicities—who are seeking to 

foster similar skills in their own students. 

 The article begins by considering some of the factors that 

may have made independent critical thinking difficult for so 

many of the Chinese students that the author mentored when 

teaching at SIAS University—a Chinese university with an 

American University parntership.  In outlining these factors, the 

author does not intend to present an exhaustive critical study of 

Chinese history, culture, politics, psychology or educational 

systems. Nevertheless, he hopes the following list of factors 

will be useful for western universitybased or expatriate 

professors seeking insight into some of the factors influencing 

the behaviors of many of the Chinese students in their classes.
2
 

Furthermore, he suspects that professors in many other 

environments, both in Asia and in other parts of the world, will 

find among these factors some parallels to their own 

pedagogical and administrative systems, thereby perhaps 

suggesting even broader relevances for the classroom 

management techniques outlined in the latter part of the article.  

 More specifically, in the first half of the article, the author 

examines some of the circumstances surrounding the Chinese 

students’ upbringing and educational formation. Much of the 

information compiled in the first section is the result of the 

testimony of the Chinese students and Chinese faculty 

themselves.
3
 The author had 2-3 hour interviews with 28 

                                                 
2
 The author is an American attorney who since 2012 has been a 

Professor teaching American History and Leadership at SIAS 

International University in Henan Province, China. He holds 

degrees in Political Science from the University of California, 

Berkeley and Law from the University of California, Hastings. 
3
 88% of those interviewed were raised in Henan province, 

which is considered to be more traditional and rural. 
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students and 12 Chinese faculty from various disciplines at 

SIAS International University in Henan, China. 

 Critical thinking (CT), for the purposes of this article, will 

be defined as “the intellectually disciplined process of actively 

and skillfully conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, 

synthesizing, and/or evaluating information gathered from, or 

generated by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or 

communication, as a guide to belief and action” (Scriven & 

Paul, 1987). To begin, it will be helpful to detail the current 

educational climate in order to truly appreciate the systematic 

differences between growing up in a Confucian philosphy-

based China, and a Greek philosphy-based Western country 

such as America. Note that like all overviews of a cultural state, 

there are countless exceptions to any generalization. Be aware 

that every student is a unique individual, and while this 

information will be helpful with instilling a better understanding 

of the vast majority of Chinese students, there will be many 

students who do not fit adequately into any mold that academics 

attempt to construct. 

 

A. Causes of the Existing Critical Thinking Climate Among 

Chinese Students 

 

1. Classroom Size is Larger: To begin with, unlike American 

primary schools where there are approximately 30 students per 

teacher with supplemental help from aides and parental 

volunteers, Chinese primary school classrooms often contain 50 

or more students and have only one teacher (Education 

Indicators in Focus, Nov 2012). The sheer volume of students 

necessitates that teachers approach their classes differently. 

Instead of seeking independent thought, creativity, and outlets 
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for students to express themselves, primary school classrooms 

must generally settle for maintaining order.
4
  

 

2. Lecture-based Instructional Method Begins Much Earlier: 

Due in part to the teacher-to-student ratio, primary school 

teachers tend to use a lecture-based educational approach.
5
 

Conventional wisdom suggests it is easier to train children to 

listen passively and memorize what is said to them through a 

lecture format than it is to encourage opportunities for 

individual students to speak and form their own opinions. From 

a very early age, Chinese students develop an extraordinary 

capacity for being courteous listeners. Any non-conforming 

students who fail to adapt to behavioral norms are dealt with 

quickly and forcefully by both their teachers and parents.
6
 Thus, 

there is a self-perpetuating cycle of teachers lecturing and 

students adapting to learn via lecture that begins in early 

childhood. This occurs far earlier than among Western children, 

who usually only experience small doses of lecture prior to 

secondary school or even college. The focus in Chinese 

education is often not on CT-related brain enhancement, 

cultivating individual student talents or forming their own 

opinions, but rather the early educational system has a strong 

undercurrent of instilling proper behavior. Students learn 

                                                 
4
 Chinese students from rural provinces will often have even 

more than 50 students. Classroom numbers of over 70 have 

been reported. 
5
 This is likely a product of both convenience and Chinese 

culture. 
6
 This might even include corporal punishment, which was 

traditionally permitted, though it is seeing a sharp decline as of 

late. Whatever the case, due to the various factors mentioned in 

the text, many of the behavioral issues suffered in the West, 

including “ADD-diagnosed tendencies,” are less common in the 

Chinese classroom. 
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respect for authority, how to please their teachers, and how to 

politely listen. This respectful behavior stamina is further 

illustrated by the fact that most Chinese students successfully 

endure school for many more hours each day, more days each 

week, and have fewer recreational outlets like sports, the arts, or 

extracurricular activities.
7
  

  

3. Grade-Driven Motivation: Students in China are grade 

driven—even more so than the West. From grammar school 

onward, one’s grades determine one’s opportunities; and since 

the application process for high schools, universities, and career 

possibilities is not holistic, students have a great deal of 

pressure placed on them by family members to obtain the best 

grades possible.
8
 The key to good grades in China, 

unfortunately, is not to demonstrate critical thinking and clever 

insights, but rather to restate the teacher’s opinion and show 

that one has succesfully memorized her instruction. As a result, 

students learn that critically analyzing teacher’s viewpoints will 

not result in positive outcomes; instead, passively memorizing 

what is said will help them achieve their goal of good grades. 

Additionally, to a much greater extent than in the West, 

manifestation of parental approval is often tied to scholastic 

achievement. So rather than developing analytical skills in the 

classroom, students adapt to the system and learn the skills 

necessary to achieve their goal of high grades by becoming 

astute memorizers.  

 

                                                 
7
 Some of the students surveyed were routinely in school or 

studying for classes from 7am until 9pm. This included 

Saturdays as well. Even during their holidays and summers, 

eager parents often enrolled their children in supplemental 

private school or test preparation courses.  
8
 The author intends to discuss this in greater detail during a 

follow-up article addressing academic integrity in China.  
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4. Overemphasis on Memorization: Students generally hone 

their memorization skill and discover that rather than 

judiciously grappling with material gradually over the length of 

a course, they can temporarily absorb huge amounts of 

information through short term memorization in the day(s) 

preceding an exam. Western students, by comparison, generally 

don’t learn this “cramming” skill until much later in their 

educational careers and, in this author’s experience, Western 

students are not as proficient at memorizing as their Chinese 

counterparts. Further, American high schools and universities 

tend to be more rewarding of behavior that demonstrates critical 

thinking and educators and standardized exam graders are more 

likely to permit well-argued opinions that propose 

unconventional ideas. This cultural difference between Chinese 

teachers and Western teachers regarding the ability to disagree 

with authority figures will be further explored below. 

 

5. Cultural Values—Maintaining Harmony: As mentioned 

above, much of the early Chinese primary school instruction is 

designed to teach students how to behave properly. This 

involves a three-fold goal of inculcating respect for Chinese 

values, respect for authority and raising up loyal Chinese 

citizens. It is impossible to appreciate Chinese education 

without understanding the non-Western idea of maintaining 

harmony.  For those unfamiliar with the notion, please refer to 

Michael Harris Bond’s book The Handbook of Chinese 

Psychology (Bond, 1996), which provides a very thorough 

explanation of the traditional Chinese value system. For 

purposes of this article, merely appreciate that to be a good 

Chinese citizen is to conform. This involves not only avoiding 

trouble, but also abstaining from actions that causes one to 

stand out from the crowd. A telling aphorism known by many 

Chinese students warns, “The tallest blade of grass is the first to 

be cut.” Unlike the West, where everyone is trying to stand out 
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and be the best at something, in China it is more important not 

draw unneccessary attention to oneself. So the idea of forming 

one’s own opinion apart from the masses conflicts with these 

cultural notions of harmony.  

 

6. Saving Face Trumps Pursuing Truth: Chinese students are 

much more cautious of not causing anyone to “lose face,” or 

suffer a loss of respect (definition from Oxford dictionary). In 

China this can occur in even a small confrontation because 

teachers are expected to be revered. Consequently, the act of 

disagreeing with the teacher could cause the teacher to be 

shamed and lose face. Causing someone else to lose face would 

then in turn cause the student to lose face among his peers. 

Therefore, both standing out and confrontation are seen in a 

negative light among Chinese students who are then further 

discouraged from disagreeing with anything said by those with 

authority. To illustrate the full extent of the importance placed 

on maintaining face as a teacher, many Chinese teachers would 

sooner guess or lie about an answer to a student question than 

admit to not knowing the answer. Students are routinely 

shocked when I admit to them on their first day of class that “I 

don’t know everything and that I frequently make mistakes.”
9
  

                                                 
9
 Each time I have a new class, I use the illustration of coming 

to class with barbecue sauce on my face. It is apparent to the 

students, but I am unable to see it. I propose two different 

scenarios. In the first, I go to my classes, and while the students 

notice the faux pax and laugh quietly with their friends, they fail 

to inform me. Eventually, after many classes and interactions 

with dozens, if not hundreds, of people, I prepare for bed and 

see the sauce in the mirror. In the second scenario, a student 

quitely comes up and alerts me to my blemish and I am able to 

correct it before the same mistake occurs with others. I tell them 

outright that that since I am not perfect, I will at times have 

metaphorical sauce on my face and I hope that they will be kind 
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Additionally, students are extremely fearful of saying an 

incorrect answer and losing face before their teacher and 

classmates. This causes them to refrain from answering most 

questions unless they are absolutely sure. Generally during the 

early weeks of my new classes, only recited answers from 

textbook reading carry the necessary level of certainty to 

persuade a student to volunteer. Complex, open-ended critical 

thinking (CT) questions will result in an uncomfortably silent 

classroom. Thus, when opportunities for CT emerge, students 

often choose to fall back on their educational conditioning to 

avoid putting themselves or their teachers in a position to 

potentially lose face.  

 

7. Negative Repercussions of Breaking Harmony: Students and 

teachers also confess that disagreement with a teacher will often 

directly hurt a student’s grade more so than in the West—where 

teachers are given far less deference and live with the implicit 

awareness that they might need to justify their actions to parents 

and administrators. Since Chinese elementary school 

classrooms are less transparent (generally lacking parent 

visitors or volunteers
10

) and teachers don’t feel the same 

                                                                                       
enough to politely help me remedy the problem before more 

damage is done. This is a stark contrast from some of the 

Chinese faculty who confide that they will sooner lie or make 

up an answer rather than risk revealing weakness in front of 

their students.  
10

 Due to the high importance of money in Chinese culture, both 

the husband and wife generally work. Further, most schools are 

not as appreciative nor accomodating for parents desiring to be 

a participant at their child’s school. Concepts like involvment in 

the Parent Teacher Association (PTA) or parent volunteers are 

largely foreign to the average Chinese household.  
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pressure to appease angry parents, they are more easily able to 

punish dissenting students without retaliation.  

 Additionally, Chinese parents are more likely to side with 

the teacher in the event of a disagreement instead of their child 

when compared to most Western cultures. Unlike the West 

where a parent might learn of some abuse of power by a teacher 

and confront the school, a Chinese parent is more likely to 

assume the teacher is right and supplement the teacher’s 

punishment with her own in a show of support and confirmation 

of the teacher’s authority.
11

 In the event that the teacher is 

clearly in the wrong, the Chinese parent will likely avoid any 

form of confrontation that would cause disharmony. In fact, 

according to the students, the proper cultural response is to 

privately give gifts, avoid any public displays of 

discontentment, and possibly just ignore the problem. Thus, 

students who form their own opinions or dare to challenge the 

opinions of the teacher are frequently met with negative 

reinforcement both in the classroom and at home.  

 

8. Less Inherent Value in Standing Up for Perceived Truth: The 

aformentioned factors aimed at the goal of maintaining 

harmony will pressure students to remain silent rather than enter 

into most forms of dispute. It is important to appreciate how 

different this is from Westerners, who often feel it is their moral 

obligation to stand up for what they believe to be right. 

Throughout Western history and contemporary media, both 

respect and honor are conferred upon those who stand up for 

what they believe in (e.g. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Abraham 

Lincoln, or fictional hero Atticus Finch).
12

 Whether right or 

                                                 
11

 Though it should be noted that this trend is changing. 
12

 Atticus Finch is the protaganist lawyer in Harper Lee’s novel, 

To Kill a Mockingbird who opts to defend an unpopular client 

to the dismay of many of his peers. 
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wrong, the act of taking a stand is generally perceived as a 

constructive action. Due in part to this positive reinforcement, 

Westerners more frequently challenge ideas they disagree with 

and are often forced to think critically about their own 

viewpoints.
13

  

 

9. Parental Relationship is Extended Through a Student’s 20s 

and Beyond: Chinese students have a deeper respect for 

authority than Americans and citizens of most Western 

countries. The instilling of these values begins at home, where 

parents tend to be more authoritarian and disciplinary than 

parents in modern Western societies (Bond, 1996).
14

 This 

respect for parents exceeds any analogous feature in Western 

society and extends into adulthood for a child’s entire life. 

Parents in China are revered to an exponentially greater degree 

than in America. From the moment one first learns to walk to 

the moment one’s parent dies, one is expected to be subservient 

and obedient to one’s parent. Unlike Western culture, where 

parents generally prepare their children for independence in the 

real world, Chinese parents tend to treat their children more as a 

loved investment. Specifically, a Chinese parent will generally 

sacrifice everything and spend a very high proportion of their 

disposable income on their child’s education because the child 

is considered to be the center of the Chinese family. 

Accordingly, she is then expected to perform well in school, 

obtain a high paying job, and eventually support them in their 

                                                 
13

 In addition, Westerners are also more likely to discuss 

controversial topics like sex, religion, or politics which provide 

a substantial portion of the opportunities to engage in CT that 

Chinese students do not often concern themselves with.   
14

 In many ways this authoritiarnism can be analogized to 

American parenting in the early 20
th

 century, although with a 

much longer duration.  
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old age. Children often feel a profound sense of duty to their 

parents and seek to please their parents whenever possible.
15

  

 Along with this intertwining of social and economic fates 

between an aging parent and her fully grown adult child comes 

a completely different form of life micromanagement. The 

average Chinese student’s parents will continue to weild a 

significant influence in nearly all important decisions in her life. 

From the choice of college major, to relationships, to career 

options, Chinese parents do most of the critical thinking when 

important decisions arise—children often defer to their position 

and experience and suspend their own preferences. 

  

10. Respect for Authority in General: Much of this reverence 

that is built for parents in the home is conferred upon teachers 

in the classroom. Students have the utmost respect for their 

teachers; and like sponges, they strive to absorb nearly 

everything taught. For all of the formative years of their lives, 

students are trained to accept, memorize, and not filter the 

information given to them by their superiors. Essentially every 

aspect of a child’s life is dominated by subservience and respect 

for others. A child must obey his parent at home, his teacher at 

school, and his boss at work. Traditionally, when married, the 

newlyweds will move in with the husband’s parents and abide 

by their decisions. Not until the parents pass on do the children-

turned-adults finally become responsible for independently 

making major life decisions.
16

 Consequently, the vast majority 

of the critical thinking that would naturally take place during a 

Westerner’s lifetime through the making of basic life decisions 

                                                 
15

 Accordingly, Chinese view the Western notions of teenage 

rebellion and convalescent homes as selfish and disrespectful.  
16

 At that point, they likely have children of their own and the 

cycle is beginning again, as it is customary to have children in 

the first year of marriage. 



Inspiring Independent Thought 

90 – Walailak Journal of Asian Studies 

does not occur to the same extent for most Chinese who 

perpetually adhere to the advice of others. 

 

11. Government Makes Decisions for its Population: The 

subsequent portions of this article have the most potential to be 

deemed controversial. Consequently, it is fully acknowledgeed 

that these are merely opinions and are not based on irrefutable 

evidence. In the interest of preserving harmony, the author will 

attempt to be tactful as he discusses the effect that the 

government has had upon students’ critical thinking skills. It is 

admittedly extremely difficult to manage a country, especially 

one approaching 1.4 billion people. The Chinese government’s 

current philosophy is very paternalistic and the party leaders 

seek to conclude a significant percentage of important decisions 

on behalf of the citizens. Unlike in the West, where citizens 

must often wrestle with numerous viewpoints and vote on 

pending issues, China manages to spare its citizens from many 

opportunities where deliberation would traditionally take place.  

 

12. Carefully-Selected Teaching Material: An additional unique 

charactersitic of the Chinese educational system is the 

curriculum itself.  Many student textbooks are created in such a 

way that the bulk of necessary analysis has already been done 

for the readers. For example, this article’s author has taught 

Western History using government-authorized materials and has 

seen first hand how the textbook writer leaves very little room 

for argument. To a notable degree, in any history course the 

students have taken, the government has decided which 

emperors are to be esteemed, which are to be loathed, and many 

unneccesary factual details that complicate the analysis have 

been removed. On a plane flight back to China, the author sat 

next to a Chinese-born man who had attended graduate school 

in America. He acknowledged that when he enrolled in an 

American history course, he assumed it would be incredibly 
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straightforward. After all, the history of the United States as a 

sovereign nation is merely a couple hundred years compared to 

thousands of years of Chinese history. To his surprise, the 

American history course was vastly more difficult because it 

wasn’t merely memorizing proper nouns and a timeline, but 

rather, he was forced to reconcile differing opinions about the 

same events and form his own conclusions.   

 

13. Government’s Strategy for Maintaining Loyalty: The 

institutional authorities also do their best to control the flow of 

information and ensure that its citizenry does not need to do any 

“unnecessary” CT. By blocking websites like YouTube, 

screening foreign news sources, and censoring Internet search 

engines like Google, the government tries to keep its population 

focused on what it deems to be important. One could appreciate 

that it makes a citizenry much easier to lead when they are kept 

largely ignorant, docile, and most importantly, satisfied with 

their current conditions.
17

 As long as students remain focused 

on school, with the ultimate goal of earning high salaries to 

eventually support their families, they don’t need to waste 

mental energy on world affairs and examining their current 

circumstances.
18

  

 

                                                 
17

 Though the challenges associated with controlling the 

younger generation’s increasing access to outside information 

through social media and other non-government news sources is 

leading to gradual improvement in this area. 
18

 Due to the traditional Chinese notions of harmony discussed 

earlier, it is not difficult for those in power to utilize these 

cultural norms to further their goals of retaining power and 

implementing their agenda while minimizing resistance. One 

specific strategy utilized is beginning “patriotic” education from 

a very young age to ensure that all citizens grow up 

appreciating party rhetoric and values.  



Inspiring Independent Thought 

92 – Walailak Journal of Asian Studies 

14. Form Over Substance: In numerous Chinese essay 

assignments and research papers, where one would expect to 

find more examples of critical thinking, one finds emphasis on 

rote memorization and stylistic writing (Gu & Schweisfurth, 

2006). In China, form is more important than substance, 

generally speaking, and students will receive higher marks for 

writing beautifully than for expressing something unique or 

meaningful. While Western notions of writing tend to be goal 

driven—to prove a point, traditional Chinese writing has been 

described by a Chinese colleague as “a journey in which the 

reader doesn’t know the final destination but she is enjoying the 

aesthetics of the trip.” For that reason, students learning how to 

write in China are often encouraged to restate widely accepted 

jargon in a beautiful way and maintain harmony rather than 

create new ideas and take strong stances. 

 Even the gaokao, China’s college entrance test, which 

serves as the sole factor in the college admissions process, 

contains a lengthy essay which would seem to be an opportunity 

for CT. However, students have learned that the best strategy 

for receiving a high score is to recite party dogma and scripted 

phrases and ideas from other authors respected Chinese authors.  

 

15. Teaching to the Test: In China, grades are not particularly 

relevant in high school when striving to enter a good university. 

Instead, for each class one takes, there is a corresponding 

section of the gaokao—the vastly more important Chinese 

counterpart of the American SAT that all high school students 

take to determine which college they will go to. Students, 

therefore, do not need to pass an exam given by their teacher; 

but instead, they need to learn the information that will be on 

the standardized test they will take as seniors. It is important to 

realize that unlike in America and the West, where one has 

many options of where one wants to attend college, in China all 

universities are ranked by the government and one’s gaokao 
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score determines exactly which level of school you can attend. 

Thus, students on average are afforded only a handful of 

options for admission to non-lower tiered universities based 

exclusively on their ranking on the gaokao and matching it with 

the parallel-ranked universities.
19

 The gaokao score is so 

important that many students will retake their entire senior year 

of high school multiple times until they can achieve an 

acceptable score.
20

  This system necessitates that in order to be 

a good teacher, you need to have a high success rate with your 

students on your segment of their gaokao exam.  

 It is no secret that high school teachers often receive both 

physical and social incentives when their students perform well 

on the standardized test. As a result, the most successful 

teachers make it their goal to teach to the test, rather than 

teaching students to understand the material. It would be as if 

many of our American high school courses were replaced with 

test preparation courses focused on memorizing how to state the 

right perspectives and notice different trends and tendencies of 

the exam makers, instead of trying to learn the material. At the 

end of the gaokao, it is generally the case that the volumes of 

information that the students have memorized will be discarded, 

and the primary growth that actually took place in the student 

was improvement of her ability to study hard, take tests, and 

memorize information. There is less need for critical thinking in 

this process, and neither teachers nor students are incentivized 

to use critical thinking in their classrooms. As long as a student 

                                                 
 
20 Jack Ma (Ma Yun), owner of Alibaba, China’s Amazon, and 

the richest man in China, retook his senior year and the gaokao 

three times. 
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receives a high score on the exam, both the teacher and the 

student are successful.
21

  

 

16. Unresolved Paradox: The final issue, which many 

Westerners fail to grasp, is that Chinese students are capable of 

maintaining a paradox in their own mind. Unlike Westerners, 

who when faced with two competing ideas, are predisposed to 

grapple with them and select a winner, many Chinese are 

capable of comfortably holding two contradictory viewpoints. 

For example, take the following two opposing perspectives: 

“Socialism (and working together) is necessary to have a 

successful economy in China,” and “I must work as hard as I 

can to achieve the maximum amount of money to spend on my 

own family so we can be happy.”  The collectivist ideas of 

socialism and sharing one’s resources clash with the Western 

capitalist notions of furthering one’s own interests and 

accumulating personal wealth. Based on discussions with 

students, the majority of Chinese students hold both of these 

views yet see no inherent inconsistencies.
22

 Unlike the West 

where individuals have had the opportunity to challenge views 

and, whether right or wrong, come to their own conclusions 

about controversial issues, Chinese students have been 

repeatedly forced to accept information in a more robotic 

fashion. Parents, uncles, grandparents, teachers, Party 

rhetoric—each of these entities are expected to be believed and 

obeyed. So if a student’s mother states something that conflicts 

with the teacher, the daughter-student merely 

compartmentalizes both views rather than choosing a winner. 

                                                 
21

 This learning style plays a large role in academic integrity, 

which will be discussed in a follow up article.  
22

 There is a Chinese proverb that states “People should accept 

different opinions, even though they are opposite.” The 

reasoning for this is that it maintains harmony or balance.  
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When she is speaking to her mother, she might remember her 

mother’s views. When she is speaking to her teacher, she might 

recall her teacher’s perspective. Understand that this student is 

not a crafty individual who knows they are being duplicitous 

but rather, they innocently accept the viewpoint at that moment. 

Consequently, the figurative “CT muscles” that Westerners 

often flex during this paradox resolution process throughout 

their schooling remain dormant and thus underdeveloped in 

many Chinese students. 

 

B. Self-perception of Chinese Students Regarding Their 

Own Thinking Process 

A survey taken in Chinese by 3,000 college students at SIAS 

University in China provides some insight into the average 

student’s self-perception. To present a general overview, I will 

mention some highlights of the study.
23

  

 

 To begin, only 11% of students consider their thinking 

pattern to be “critical.” The largest percentage (35%) label 

themselves as “conservative” in their thinking approach, 

followed by a self-diagnosis of “memorize and repeat” 

(22%). 

 

 On average, students believe they are indeed affected by 

CT. When asked on a scale from 1 to 5 about the role CT 

plays on their future decision making process, 52% believe 

it would be “very” to “extremely” important (the highest 

                                                 
23

 The study involved the use of Chinese TA’s administering 

written surveys to college students across all grade levels and 

across 40 different majors. The survey was in Chinese and was 

later translated into English and compiled with the help of 

Chinese friends and faculty.  
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two available options).
24

 About 10% chose the bottom two 

options of “little” to “not at all.” 

 

 When asked about their own personal change during their 

college years attributable to foreign influence (there are 

over 100 foreign faculty on the SIAS campus), 35% stated 

the change was less than 10%, 50% believed the change to 

be in the range of 10-40% and less than 3% thought the 

change was greater than 70%.  

 

 When presented with the question “How long does it take 

for a Chinese student’s thinking pattern to change (to be 

more critical),” students speculated less than one year 

(25%), one to five years (60%), five–ten years (10%), and 

over ten years (5%). 

 

 Lastly, the survey’s final question posited “How quickly is 

your thinking pattern influenced by foreign teachers.” Only 

15% of students said “very quickly,” 77% said “very 

slowly,” and the remaining 8% said “not at all.” 

 

C. Solution: How to Effectively Teach Your Chinese 

Students 

Having established some common cultural, experiential and 

psychological differences between students in China and those 

in America, and reviewed statistical analyses on the students’ 

own views of CT, an instructor can alter her own teaching 

strategy to accommodate the unique needs of a Chinese student. 

                                                 
24

 The question stated: “How much influence does cricial 

thinking have on your future important decision-making?” The 

students could choose any of five answers ranging from a) not 

at all, b) very little, c) a moderate amount, d) a lot, and e) a 

huge amount (involved in nearly every decision).  
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One must first of all appreciate that a Chinese student may not 

recognize that there are any inherent differences between 

herself and her American classmates in the area of CT. It is also 

helpful moving forward to remove any critical lens of judgment 

that presumes that Chinese culture is inferior. Numerous 

legitimate articles could be written discussing the cultural 

weakness and educational shortcomings of Western education. 

Thus, it is helpful if those attempting to implement these 

strategies can isolate their judgment to this one issue of CT and 

supress their paternal instincts to rectify any other perceived 

flaws they believe the Chinese student to have. 

 The author benefited greatly from these practices and 

hopes that his observations and experimentation can also serve 

as a helpful tool for others professors desiring to improve their 

classroom dynamics and student performance in the area of CT. 

 While working at a Chinese university, the author  had the 

privilege of interacting with thousands of students. For one 

specific sample set of 52 undergraduates, he was able to 

observe them over the course of three semesters while teaching 

them three different subjects. When the first course began, most 

students were not very confident in the area of CT. When asked 

a question, they would immediately look to the textbook in an 

effort to quote the author. Over the next year and a half, the 

author was able to see a dramatic improvement in the majority 

of students through utilizing the pedagogical strategies that 

follow. Among them, a primary technique which proved 

effectual was redefining the concept of a classroom 

environment from a dispensation of information into an 

opportunity to form and express individual thought. The author 

believes that some of these lessons are applicable not merely to 

Chinese students, but to all professors who approach lectures as 

a one way communication of the professor’s ideas. With each 

additional research study informing academia of the low 

retention rates of traditional lectures, these dynamic teaching 
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strategies will be more effective in the modern era of education. 

These particular strategies, mentioned below, have had 

beneficial effects on the CT behaviors of the Chinese students 

in the author’s classes.  

 Before delving into specifics, its important to remember 

the situation at hand.  As established above, the average 

Chinese student has had significantly less exposure to CT 

opportunities. The author will use a simple analogy to illustrate 

this idea. Both inside and outside the classroom, there has been 

a lack of need or motivation for students to build their “CT 

muscles.” Like any individual entering the world of weight 

lifting, one must start with lighter weights before tackling the 

heavier ones. It is important not to expect a Chinese student to 

use CT to the same degree as other students who have grown up 

in other cultures and have been “in training” their whole lives. 

Therefore, don’t use your average American (or even Asian) 

student as your measurement standard for CT, but create a new 

standard for your Chinese students and assess the extent that 

they are improving based on that personalized standard. This 

doesn’t mean one must grade easier. One should, however, be 

judicious in critiquing this one area of creating new ideas. Set 

the expectation high for improvement, but be conscientious that 

it will be a gradual process. 

 Some professors might err too far in the opposite direction 

and consider this CT gap as a non-rectifiable problem. Such 

professors should be cautioned to remember that even if one 

doesn’t use one’s muscles, all humans are born with the same 

foundation and through hard work and careful isolation of a 

muscle group, one can build it up despite one’s past neglect—

the weak can become quite strong. After experiencing CT in 

class, the students are generally aware of the analytical disparity 

and willing to adapt, although they are not sure of the exact 

course of action.  
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 Patience and perseverence will be necessary for any 

significant growth to take place. When asked how long it takes 

to change a thinking pattern, 65% of Chinese students in the 

survey self-diagnosed themselves as requiring one to five years 

to change their traditional thinking pattern to one involving 

consistent critical thinking. Only 25% of the students believed 

they could change within a year. Therefore, if one is a teacher 

of freshman or first year graduate students, be aware that you 

might merely be the first step in a longer process. Be willing to 

accept the fact that one’s role might be merely to plant the 

initial critical thinking seeds for subsequent professors to water 

and cultivate. 

 The strengthening process should begin with small, easily 

conquerable steps that can gradually build on one another. If the 

trainer at a gym forces a new member to take on too much 

weight during his first workout, the novice will likely become 

frustrated and quit altogether. Therefore, be cognizant of what 

one deems a student’s capacity to be and construct a regiment 

that, while challenging, should be achievable based on the 

individual’s specific ability. The author will now propose 

several specific “exercise routines” that have been successful in 

the past when guiding Chinese students into the realm of 

heightened CT. 

 

A. Pedagogical Strategies to Improve Critical Thinking in 

Chinese Students 

 

1. Base Portion of Student’s Grade on Critical Thinking: Recall 

earlier when I stated how my first classes of semester one had 

great difficulty volunteering answers beyond direct quotations 

from the textbook? The students were happy to utilize their 

strength of memorizing to achieve their academic goals. I 

therefore had to ensure that this wasn’t an option.  
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 By making certain that my class does not revolve around 

simply memorizing facts, I ensure that the students can’t revert 

to their educational training of simply regurgitating information. 

Due to the student’s conditioned focus on earning a good grade, 

the first step toward change is to make CT an integral part of 

the student’s score in the class. By basing a non-negligible 

fraction of their grade on both participation in class and unique, 

personalized thoughts on exams, a professor can ensure the 

students will take CT seriously (corroborated by Jing & 

Graham 2011)  

 

2. Avoid Traditional Lecture: Additionally, I abstain from 

traditional lectures and immediately demonstrate that my course 

will be active and participatory. This at once alerts the student 

that this is not going to be the same as previous courses and 

encourages them that this class will require a different mental 

approach. Accompanying strategies for classroom environment 

will be discussed below.  

 

3. Effective Use of Interactive Classroom Environments: The 

author is a passionate proponent of asking questions in the 

classroom. Giving students opportunities (or requirements) to 

think through a situation on their own before memorizing an 

outcome increases their understanding, retention and the topic’s 

broader potential usage when applied to seemingly-unrelated 

external applications (Overholser, 1993). For example, if I 

directly tell the students an answer to a question, they can store 

it temporarily in a shallow portion of their mind, but if they are 

provided an opportunity to think on their own and sort through 

various wrong options, those thought patterns can then be 

relevant in areas beyond the direct application of the material.
25

 

                                                 
25

 Further explanation might be helpful. If I tell the students that 

the most important qualities of an American president are X, Y, 
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While participation is merely one of many methods to achieve 

this, I believe it is one of the easiest to implement and possibly 

one of the most important.  

 I should specify that there are multiple forms of 

participation. I am not speaking about the form in which one 

recites a concrete fact that every student should know from the 

reading. When I speak of participation, I am ultimately seeking 

a positive contribution to the overall class discussion of an 

issue. Specifically, I am not overly concerned that the ideas are 

vocalized, but my true focus is really that the thoughts are 

taking place within as many student’s minds as possible. As a 

professor, I do my best to facilitate these thought processes. In 

my experience, requiring occasional vocalization encourages 

students to undergo these mental challenges. 

 

4. Overcoming Hurdles to Participation—Remove the Fear of 

Speaking: One of the initial hindrances to many students 

participating is their aversion to volunteering. Even while in 

courses spoken in their native language, students suffer from 

perfectionism when in public and are often afraid to speak 

unless they absolutely know the answer for fear of losing face. 

Imagine how much greater the anxiety when one is speaking in 

his or her second language surrounded by intimidating 

                                                                                       
and Z, they will have a shallow understanding of specific 

characteristics of people who hold the specific office of the 

American presidency. Alternatively, if students are first 

afforded the opportunity to think of the traits for themselves, 

their thought patterns will be useful not only for this one issue 

of an American president, but possibly for other areas as well. 

For example, their thought patterns will assess their own value 

system of character traits, how this applies to leaders, and how 

their personal value system might differ from whatever I as the 

lecturer might propose. 
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foreigners who outwardly exhibit much more confidence.
26

 In 

my class, I actively encourage student volunteers. For Chinese 

students, this often means being less outwardly critical of 

thoughts and ideas than I would be with other Western student 

volunteers. I find that in the early stages of confidence-building, 

it is helpful to avoid making a Chinese student feel wrong. 

Instead, I try to manipulate the conversation through follow-up 

questions such that the final conclusion is right and the student 

doesn’t feel as if she has “lost face.” For example, consider the 

following dialogue: 

 

Professor: What is the main difference between criminal courts 

and civil courts in America? 

Chinese Student Volunteer: (wrong answer) 

Professor: That’s certainly related, do you know the final result 

of a criminal case versus a civil case? 

(if student still is giving wrong answers, I provide simpler 

follow up questions)  

Professor: What is the final result if someone is found guilty of 

a crime?  

Chinese Student Volunteer: Jail 

Professor: Very good, that’s right. Criminal courts result in 

imprisonment while civil courts result in monetary punishment.  

 

As you can see, even though the student didn’t know the 

answer, the above conversation ended on a high note. The 

student completed the dialogue with a positive feeling having 

said the right answer. If we as instructors, can manipulate the 

exchange so that we don’t dwell on the wrong statements or 

portray any loss of face, we can drastically improve the 

                                                 
26

 I am speaking to professors teaching Chinese international 

students (outside China), though it also applies to teaching 

Chinese classrooms in China. 



Brian Swanson 

Walailak Journal of Asian Studies – 103 

likelihood that the student will participate again. If the professor 

had instead said “nope, anyone else?” that student would have 

been discouraged from trying again in the next class. 

Remember, the Socratic method
27

 can easily be viewed as 

confrontational, and the initial response of many Chinese 

students is to avoid confrontational situations. Furthermore, the 

student is keenly aware of how her classmates are perceiving 

her and is likely even more terrified of being shamed by 

uttering a wrong answer than her Western peers generally are. If 

we can minimize potential disincentives for attempted 

participation, our Chinese students will be far more likely to 

adapt to our CT-centered approach of education.  

 

5. Overcome Hurdles to Public Speaking—Inject Intentional 

Critical Thinking Opportunities Throughout Each Lecture: If, 

through participation points, or some tangible motivational tool, 

you are able to encourage students to take risks in the area of 

volunteering independent thought, you will dramatically 

increase the level of interaction. In my classes, I use seating 

charts and am able to provide a grade incentive for students that 

participate. I also utilize the Socratic method extensively, 

asking 10–30 CT questions per 100-minute class. Thus, over the 

course of the semester, most students have the opportunity (and 

are required) to volunteer several times. Personally, I choose to 

give the participation point prior to the student even verbalizing 

the answer—thus rewarding both correct as well as potentially 

wrong answers. I find that the benefits to the increased 

confidence outweigh the side effects of the erroneous responses.  

I alter this policy once a student has sufficiently proven that 

                                                 
27

 According the the Encyclopedia of Britannica, “Socratic 

method has now come into general usage as a name for any 

educational strategy that involves cross-examination of students 

by their teacher.”  
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they are capable of volunteering and has demonstrated a 

willingness to speak publicly. Obviously, the quantity of 

students in your classroom and the flexibility of your 

curriculum to afford opportunities for CT will be a major 

determining factor in your options.
28

  

 

6. Overcome Hurdles to Public Speaking—Make the Incentives 

Obvious and Avoid Overly Simple Questions: Additionally, we 

should make sure the incentive for volunteering is obvious and 

that students can see the direct, immediate benefit to their grade. 

According to the survey, Chinese students volunteer more when 

incentivized. When given participation points that affect the 

student’s grade, students are 80% more likely to volunteer. This 

likely comes as no surprise. Interestingly, however, students are 

more willing to participate when the question isn’t too easy. 

Only 18% of students are willing to raise their hands on an 

overtly easy question compared to 32% medium, and 20% hard. 

Especially when they become more comfortable with the 

system over time, students become conditioned to raise their 

hand for primarily medium and difficult questions. Out of the 

students I taught for three semesters, 85% said they were most 

likely to volunteer for medium and difficult questions 

(compared with the school average of 50% for these types of 

questions). Consequently, don’t be surprised if there is minimal 

response to an excessively simple question from your Chinese 

students. A challenging, but manageable question is ideal once 

basic CT skills are established. 

 

7. Use Chinese Cultural Norms to Your Advantage—Warm Up: 

In Chinese classrooms taught by Chinese teachers, students 

often will yell the answer in unison. Thus, they are interacting 

                                                 
28

 This author has had success with these strategies in Chinese 

lectures ranging from 12-153 students. 
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with what the teacher says, but the attention is not focused on 

them. This serves as an opportunity where the student can 

compare their ideas to what is being said around them and 

determine whether or not they understand the material. If you 

can allow the students to “warm up” before raising their hand to 

verbalize the answer in front of the class, the confidence level 

improves dramatically. Allowing the students to discuss for 20-

30 seconds with their neighbors is one means achieving this 

function.  

 

8. Use Chinese Cultural Norms to Your Advantage—Utilize 

Partners: Another curious difference between East and West 

that is helpful for Western teachers to appreciate is the use of 

friends to serve as buffers when controversial situations arise. 

For example, if a student doesn’t understand the class material, 

she will likely come to the teacher’s office hours to ask her 

question. Unlike Westerners, however, she will bring her friend 

along as moral support and occasionally the friend will speak on 

the confused student’s behalf.
29

 This has the effect of diffusing 

tension due to the presence of this intermediary. Chinese 

students feel much more comfortable when they are not isolated 

and can share their ideas with one another and receive 

confirmation about their ideas. Somehow, even if the 

metaphorical ship is sinking, the Chinese students, in my 

experience, have been quite tolerant as long as their friends are 

sinking with them. Consequently, I recommend utilizing 

opportunities to brainstorm with classmates and do volunteer 

speaking with partners (having two people stand up together) 

such that neither student feels alone. In fact, often times, one of 

the students will be braver if she knows either her or her friend 

is expected to speak. For example, there might be two students 

                                                 
29

 Sometimes the relevant student isn’t even present to discuss 

his or her question or concern.   
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who seldom offer ideas when asked to volunteer individually. 

But when I invited both girls to participate as a team, one of the 

two will suddenly find newly discovered courage and volunteer 

her insights.
30

 Unlike individualistic Westerners, collectivist 

mindsets experience greater success when they consider 

themselves to be part of a group.
31

  

 

                                                 
30

 At times, students will self-sacrifice in order to protect their 

peer. Other times they will benefit from the courage added by 

not being the sole focus of attention.  
31

 As an important caveat to the above suggestion, I should 

mention two points. One approach of shy Chinese students who 

are asked to speak publicly might be to stall until you give up 

on waiting for them. Silence must not be a viable option, and 

the student must know you are willing to wait as long as 

necessary for them to attempt an answer. Through re-stating the 

question or offering up simpler questions, this situation can still 

result in a positive outcome. A second point that requires 

explanation is the idea of “cultural clustering” in your American 

classroom. While striving to motivate students to participate 

through allowing students to see themselves as a member of a 

larger group, instructors should be wary of enabling the Chinese 

students to migrate into unintended cliques with other Chinese 

foreigners. I would consider requiring Chinese students to 

integrate with other Western students whenever possible and 

choose their partners wisely to ensure no unintended negative 

consequences arise. The natural tendency in a Chinese 

classroom is for the best student to become the leader and serve 

as the main thinker or spokesperson for the whole group. 

Chinese students are more deferential than many Westerners 

when it comes to expressing their opinions. While this works 

well for the leader, the other students might disengage mentally 

and concede all important decision-making to this talented 

teammate. Thus, the underlying intention of encouraging all 

Chinese students to think critically could be inadvertantly 

undermined. 
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9. Overcome Initial Obstacles Such as Lack of Efficacy of 

Critical Thinking: I pride myself on providing ample 

opportunities for students to use critical thinking skills in my 

courses and deliberately force opportunities for students to 

produce independent thought. In every class, I try to inject 

multiple real world hypothetical situations that force students to 

wrestle with issues that don’t have an apparent concrete answer. 

I was fortunate to be able to compare the surveys given to 

students who had taken one of my courses with students who 

had not, and the results were encouraging. There was a 31% 

increase in appreciation for CT for students who had 

experienced one of my courses. Moreover, the 10% of the 

overall student population who believed CT had little to no 

importance (bottom two scores out of 5) reduced to 0% among 

students who had taken at least one of my courses. This 

evidence seems to suggest that when given opportunities to use 

CT, the students made steps toward improving the skill and saw 

how it could be useful in their lives. Perhaps many Chinese 

students are not afforded sufficient chances to really see how 

CT can be helpful, and thus they don’t develop a respect for it.  

 Another encouraging note is that the students surveyed 

seemed to become more optimistic at the feasibility of changing 

their thinking patterns the more they experienced CT. When 

asked how long it would take for a student to change her 

thinking pattern, the percentage who believed it would take 5-

10 years or more (the two longest categories) decreased by 

400% among students who had been exposed to these methods 

and principles in my classes for three semesters. Furthermore, 

according to the survey, 100% of these three semester students 

believed they were capable of changing their pattern of thought 

(10% higher than the general student population). 

 

Conclusion 
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Up to this point in the article, we have dealt primarily with the 

current state of Chinese students’ CT ability and looked to the 

past to help put the present circumstances into a contextual 

perspective. It is also important to examine the current political 

and cultural trends to predict how the situation is likely to 

change in the future. China is undergoing a radical cultural 

transformation. With every new class of freshman that enters 

campus in the fall, there is a noticable difference from the 

previous year. The internet is increasingly difficult to censor 

and the globalization of the media is revolutionizing the breadth 

of information that students can access. This is altering 

traditional family roles as many young people now know more 

about the outside world than their own parents. This access to 

more Western ideas is not without consequences.
32

 It is clear 

that China is in a state of flux and academics are on alert to see 

if the government continues to allow this influence or if there 

will be a shift to suppress these kinds of Western ideas.
33

  

 This present trend seems to suggest that the gap between 

Chinese students and American students in the area of critical 

thinking will shrink. In the meantime, we as instructors should 

strive to understand the unique circumstances facing our 

Chinese students. Through gradual integration of individual 

thought, opportunities for dialogue, and being sensitive to 

specific cultural accomodations that can serve as enablers, 

                                                 
32

 Along with more open exchange of ideas and individual 

thought comes Western-style materialsim, moral decay, and an 

increase of selfishness. Many students are intimately familiar 

with American dramas such as Gossip Girl and Vampire 

Diaries, which unfortunately do not extol the more important 

virtues that the West has to offer.  
33

 Some would argue that young people are feeling an 

increasing sense of entitlement to some forms of information 

(such as Western media), and that a government crackdown 

would cause widespread problems for the Chinese government.  
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American instructors can facilitate positive growth amongst this 

growing segment of their student population.  
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