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Abstract

This paper undertakes a review of the literature on critical thinking in writing with
the goal of developing a framework for understanding the relation between critical
thinking and critical writing. Theoretically, writing is an effective way of
engaging students in critical thinking. The development of writing skill is affected
by many aspects involved in the process of generating the dynamic of critical
thinking and both reading and writing critically. Definition, conceptions and key
characteristics of critical thinking are elaborated comprehensively to highlight
critical thinking. Furthermore, the issue of critical thinking rooted from Bloom’s
taxonomy is also presented. To break down the critical thinking skills reflected in
learner’s writing, teachers can make use of Bloom hierarchy of cognitive domain.
Stages of critical thinking are also discussed in depth. This paper also proposes a
cyclic model of critical writing that emerges from a review of the literature on the
strong emphasis on writing as an integrated critical thinking process. Writing and
critical thinking have obviously strong link across different courses and various
contexts as it is generalizable. Accordingly, writing critically should incorporate
the teaching and learning of critical thinking skills which involve well-designed
and specific assessment model.
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CRITICAL THINKING IN WRITING
Rohmani Nur Indah
Maulana Malik Ibrahim State Islamic University of Malang

“Learning without thought is labor lost; thought without learning is
perilous.” (Confucius)

Human beings are created with a perfect device namely mind to develop
thought processing critical thinking skill. This skill also affects the development
of language skills including writing. In other words, critical thinking skill shapes
writing quality. Therefore, the following literature review deciphers the linkage
between critical thinking and writing.
A. Critical Thinking

Critical thinking in Indonesian context has been a new refrain especially
after Reform Era in 1998 in which the freedom to express one’s thought has
become a crucial start to build critical thinkers (Emilia, 2010). As an important
skill, critical thinking is defined in this part and further explained in terms of basic
elements of it. The description is followed by the stages of critical thinking.
1. The Nature of Critical Thinking
The first concept of critical thinking is derived from roots in ancient
Greek. The word 'critical' derives etymologically from kriticos or discerning
judgment and kriterion meaning standards. The word, etymologically, implies the
development of discerning judgment based on standards (Pithers & Soden, 2001).
In Webster's New World Dictionary, it equals to careful analysis and judgment
which imply an attempt at objective judgment so as to determine both merits and
faults.
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Applied to thinking, then, the skill involved in critical thinking aims at
making judgment and utilizing appropriate evaluative standards in the attempt to
determine the true worth, merit, or value of something. This might contradict to
general knowledge in which some people may have impression that being critical
is simply finding fault with others and other’s ideas. Therefore, critical thinking
involves many skills to develop rather than evaluating things only.
Critical thinking has been defined in various ways. In the literature on the
nature of ‘good thinking’ and how it might be taught, critical thinking is often
used to describe competencies which seem to be applicable to teaching–learning
in context but also to learning in many workplace contexts (Pithers & Soden,
2001). Thus, it can be inferred that the definition attempts to exclude creative
thinking which emphasizes on creativity and imagination as the creative thinking
entails specific competencies.
The competencies in critical thinking are articulated in corresponding
ways in several definitions. Yet, the common purpose to understand the
definitions is the need to develop the learner’s critical thinking. Critical thinking
viewed from its end is defined as reasonable, reflective thinking that is focused on
deciding what to believe or do (Hofreiter et al., 2007). Critical thinking is also
defined as the skill at conceptual and argument analysis, to recognize false
inferences and logical fallacies, to be able to distinguish bias from fact, opinion
from evidence, and so on. In other words, this kind critique of unexamined and
possible faulty assumptions are perhaps most famously articulated in the scientiﬁc
method’s principle of falsiﬁability where intellectual effort is devoted (Brookfield,
2007). Critical thinking is the process of purposeful, self-regulatory judgment,
which drives problem-solving and decision-making (American Psychological
Association, 1990). To summarize, critical thinking is characterized by one’s
competencies on using reasoning and logic focusing on what to believe or do
based on the mechanism such as conducting conceptual and argument analysis for
problem solving and decision making.
There are two broad conceptions of critical thinking, namely general and
specific conceptions. The former relies on the belief that critical thinking is
generalizable and accordingly the learners may apply it in different context or
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matters. The later argues that critical thinking is context specific involving
background knowledge on certain subject matter only and in another (Emilia,
2010). In this case, the general conception soundly supports the belief that the
teaching of this skill should refer to the development of critical thinking which is
expected to be sustained across different contexts and subject matters.
2. Basic Elements of Critical Thinking
In 1956, Benjamin Bloom developed a classification of levels of
intellectual behavior important in learning. His work in the 1990's was then
updated by a new group of cognitive psychologist, lead by Lorin Anderson (his
former student). The current taxonomy is considered reflecting relevance to 21st
century work.

Figure 1. Old and Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy on Cognitive Skills (adapted from
Overbaugh & Schultz, 2008)
As depicted in Figure 1, the change of the taxonomy from Noun to Verb
essentially reflects the development of cognitive process. The three top stages of
the original taxonomy consist of analysis, synthesis and evaluation. The first is
characterized by the ability to separate material or concepts into component parts so
that its organizational structure may be understood including the ability to distinguish
between facts and inferences. The middle is on building a structure or pattern from

diverse elements. This is done by putting parts together to form a whole, with
emphasis on creating a new meaning or structure. The last is to make judgments
about the value of ideas or materials (Clark, 2010). The cognitive aspects shown
in learner’s writing comprise the three stages above.
In the new version of the cognitive classification, the top competence is on
creating which deals with the learners’ skill to create new product or point of
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view. It is reflected by the verb to assemble, construct, create, design, develop,
formulate, and write. This is done after the learners pass evaluating stage in which
they can justify a stand or decision by using the verb appraise, argue, defend,
judge, select, support, value, or evaluate. This ability requires analyzing or the
skill to distinguish between the different parts of a discourse revealed by the verb
to appraise, compare, contrast, criticize, differentiate, discriminate, distinguish,
examine, experiment, question, or test (Clark, 2010). These three top
competencies demand the accomplishment of applying the information in new
way, understanding ideas or concept and remembering certain information.
In 1990, a group of 30 experts convened in a Delphi study and determined
that critical thinking is a process divided into skills and dispositions. This
conceptualization of critical thinking encompasses several cognitive skills that
include: 1) analysis (the ability to break a concept or idea into component pieces
in order to understand its structure and inherent relationships), 2) inference (the
skills used to arrive at a conclusion by reconciling what is known with what is
unknown), and 3) evaluation (the ability to weigh and consider evidence and
make reasoned judgments within a given context) (American Psychological
Association, 1990).
Other critical thinking skills that are similarly relevant to science include
interpretation (the ability to decide what to believe based on logic and the
consequence of the decision), explanation (the ability to communicate the
reasoning process to others), and self-regulation (the ability to monitor one’s
correct flaw in logic). This disposition toward critical thinking can be understood
in terms of open-mindedness, inquisitiveness, cognitive maturity, truth-seeking,
analyticity, systematicity, and critical thinking self-confidence (Ernst & Monroe,
2004). These have become the most common definition on critical thinking to
date attributing the description on what one should do to use critical thinking.
3. Stages of Critical Thinking
As it is conceived, critical thinking involves abilities in addition to certain
dispositions. Although evaluation is seen as a core ability, hence, it deals with
more skills such as identifying a problem and its associated assumptions;
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clarifying and focusing the problem; and analyzing, understanding and making
use of inferences, inductive and deductive logic, as well as judging the validity
and reliability of the assumptions, sources of data or information available
(Hofreiter et al., 2007). These activities are not done all at once but they belong to
stages of critical thinking done in continuum or in cyclic process.
Critical thinkers have some transferable domains in their disposition such
as being ‘open-minded’, ‘drawing unwarranted assumptions cautiously’ and
‘weighing the credibility of evidence’ (Brookfield, 2007). These abilities and
dispositions occur within a global perspective in which thinking is conceptualized
as a type of reasoned argument with an explicitly social dimension.
Eight essential stages on critical thinking and creative thought are
important to underline. They are: asking question and be willing to wonder,
defining the problem, examining the evidence, analyzing assumption and biases,
avoiding emotional reasoning, avoiding oversimplification, considering other
interpretation and tolerating uncertainty (Wade, 1995). These stages encourage the
learners to develop their mind and critical thinking although they could perform
differently in different stages.
Those who think critically typically engage in intellectual practices of the
following sort: monitoring, reviewing, and assessing the goals, the way issues and
problems are formulated, the information, the data or evidence presented, and the
quality of reasoning being developed. In monitoring, reviewing and assessing,
these intellectual constructs encourage them to strive for such intellectual ends as
clarity, precision, accuracy, relevance, depth, breadth, and logicalness (Ernst &
Monroe, 2004). Each of these modes of thinking helps us to accomplish the ends
for which we are thinking and hence to solve the problems identified.
In the stages of critical thinking, the analysis done is also affected by
emotion and morality which are not addressed in traditional critical thinking
techniques (Hofreiter et al., 2007). Therefore, some aspects or factors influencing
the development of critical thinking become the additional issue relevant to ELT
context. This is to determine the effective technique for progressing critical
thinking skill addressed to solve complex problems.
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To conclude, critical thinking is characterized by one’s competencies on
using reasoning and logic focusing on what to believe or do based on the
mechanism such as conducting conceptual and argument analysis for problem
solving and decision making. The teaching of this skill should refer to the
development of critical thinking which is expected to be sustained across different
contexts and subject matters. In writing context, it is expected that the cognitive
aspects shown in learner’s writing comprise the ability to analyze, evaluate and
create arguments. These proceed to the disposition of open-mindedness,
inquisitiveness, cognitive maturity, truth-seeking, analyticity, systematicity, and
critical thinking self-confidence.

B. Critical Writing
Writing as a process is seen as a recursive rather than linear, meaning that
it includes prewriting, drafting and revising activities. During the process, fluency
is considered more important than accuracy by helping learners understand well
their own composing process (Brown, 2001). In the context of academic writing,
this process requires learners critical thinking in treating the information related to
the issue to be developed into an essay. Learners need to stimulate the recall of
information for the purpose of reproducing knowledge (Craswell, 2005).
Writing leads to learner’s skill to identify a purpose, to produce and shape
ideas and refine expression as well (White, 1995). This means that learners are
generating ideas by using problem-solving process employing a range of cognitive
and linguistic skills. Accordingly, the teaching of reading and writing critically is
significant especially for tertiary students. It aims at developing skills of critical
thinking as well as critical reading and writing practices.
Critical writing is inseparable from reading critically. In order to write a
good analysis and evaluation on a topic, careful critical reading of sources is
essential to strengthen the argument. The judgments and interpretations made
based on the texts are the first steps towards formulating the writer’s own
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approach (Knott, 2009). By reading critically, learners can develop reflective skill
before they actually starting to write critically.
Therefore, it can be stated that critical thinking plays an important role in
the development of writing skill. In addition such a development is also affected
by the ability to read critically. This process generates the dynamic of critical
thinking and both reading and writing critically.

1. Writing and Critical Thinking
Research found how to engage students more fully in deep critical thought
through writing. A six month study in science classroom, sought to understand if
writing in the science classroom would improve depth of thought primarily
displayed through lab reports. The students were involved in co-generative
dialogues with the instructor and received feedback from lab report drafts. The
results indicate that written assignments in the classroom, critical thinking skills,
and instructor feedback on student lab reports promotes deeper levels of thought
on scientific concepts (Barry, 2007). This signifies the strong bond between
writing and critical thinking.
Not only in science classroom, writing can improve critical thinking skill
in a general education biology course. The critical thinking performance of
students who experienced a laboratory writing treatment was compared with those
who experienced traditional quiz-based laboratory. The results indicated that the
writing group significantly improved critical thinking skills whereas the
nonwriting group did not. In addition, analysis and inference skills increased
significantly in the writing group but not in the nonwriting group (Quitadamo &
Kurtz, 2007). Thus, critical thinking skill taught prior to writing instruction
significantly affected critical thinking performance. With improved critical
thinking skill, learners will be better prepared to solve problems given in the
learning context.
Related finding on the link between writing and critical thinking is also
reported in an experimental foods course. In the course, students were given
8

guideline for journal writing about what they think about and to reﬂect on their
own personal values. The topics of the journal entries cover several of the core
competencies as well as address several “success skills” needed (such as written
communication, critical thinking, professionalism, life-long learning, interaction
skills, and organizational skills). Students must reflect on classroom learning, read
to understand reference and other material, clarify and understand what went on in
the experiment, or take a stand or express an opinion on various value statements.
The assessment was made on the gains in learning, comments from the students
indicating that learning took place, critical reasoning occurred, and personal
values which were analyzed (Iwaoka & Crosseti, 2008). These activities required
that the student learn, use, and practice multiple cognitive skills. Such worthwhile
learning activities may yield in the development of critical thinking skills.
In the context of public relation course, the connection between writing
and critical thinking is obvious in peer-evaluation assignment. This task
encouraged students to think critically, synthesize information and write about
public relations course material. Because peer reviewers offer concrete
suggestions to the original authors, students tended to report that the peerevaluation process improved their writing skills, critical thinking ability, and their
understanding of public relations concepts and theories (Todd & Hudson, 2007).
This demonstrates how peer evaluation can be a positive learning exercise that
prompts students to develop higher-order cognitive skills and to improve their
writing skills while learning content course concepts.
In psychology class, the association between writing and critical thinking
is also undeniable. The written work given had several advantages over oral
discussion and assessment of student’s critical thinking. The study employed a set
of short writing assignment that can tap eight essential stages of critical thinking
and creative thought. They are: ask question and be willing to wonder, defining
the problem, examine the evidence, analyze assumption and biases, avoid
emotional reasoning, avoid oversimplification, consider other interpretation and
tolerate uncertainty (Wade, 1995). The finding shows that encouraging critical
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thinking through writing could guide them to shape the way they construct
thought and to become more critical thinkers.
Writing and critical thinking has obviously strong link across different
courses. The findings above support the conceptions that the teaching of critical
thinking, given either explicitly or implicitly, is generalizable. Accordingly, the
learners may apply the critical thinking skills gained in different context or
matters.
Putting it back to the context of ELT in Indonesia, the teaching of writing
critically to tertiary students aims at developing skills of critical thinking (Emilia,
2005). In addition, the current implementation of Genre-Based Approach can help
students to develop their writing skills as well as critical thinking and critical
literacy (Emilia, 2010). These reveal that critical thinking skill shapes writing
quality and vice versa, the writing practice may lead to better performance in
critical thinking.
2. The Model of Critical Writing
The model for critical thinking involved in writing emphasizes on the
process-oriented approach of the scientific method described in Figure 2. The
model is adapted from Zerba (2001) with some modification on the activities done
during reading and writing stages. In addition, the result of the writing namely the
learners essay is connected with cognitive domain (Overbaugh and Schultz,
2008). This means that the quality of the essay writing involves the development
of several cognitive skills.
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Focus or observation
R: on text as reference
W: on ideas to develop
New focus
or observation

Question or hypothesis
R: identifying text
W: planning to write

Decision or description
of ‘best’ solution
R:concept to develop
W: revising and publishing

Content

Analysis and deliberation
R: concept learnt
W: drafting and editing

Essay
Writing

R: reading stage
W: writing stage

Figure 2. Cyclic Model of Critical Thinking in Writing:
Focus or observation begins each cycle of the model, where one engages
in a particular subject matter. In reading stage it deals with the text as reference
and on ideas to develop in the writing stage. The question or hypothesis is made
on the idea about how a system works. This part concerns with the text
identification and the writing plan which is generated in the form of content.
The next component that is analysis and deliberation become the action
component of the model. Here, the data of the content of the question must be
scrutinized, using the most rigorous and critical procedures available. Learners
evaluate whether the data are valid and use data to make generalizations. In
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reading stage the generalization is made on the concept learnt. Meanwhile, in
writing stage this is involves in drafting and editing process.
As the last part of the cyclic model, decision or description of the solution
impinges on the choice of “best“ answer to the problem. In reading this is done on
the concept to develop, while in writing stage it is completed in revising and
publishing process. When it leads to a new observation or focus, the cyclic model
would once again be placed in motion, returned to and gone through again and
again.
Once the cyclic model has resulted essay as a product, the quality of the
essay writing involves the development of several cognitive skills. Starting with
the ability to remember certain information, learners are supposed to understand
ideas or concept followed by the ability to apply the information in new way.
These stages are fundamental before they actually do the analysis or breaking the
concept into component pieces. This proceeds with making inference in
evaluation to arrive at a conclusion by reconciling what is known with what is
unknown. As the final stage learners are able to create their argument in the form
of well-structured and convincing claim development.

C. Assessing Critical Writing
In assessing critical writing, there are some aspects to consider such as the
assessment purpose, the assessment type, and the assessment aids. The first is
related to the ideal purpose of assessing writing, the middle covers the choice to
make on the writing assignment, while the later discusses various model of
assessment aids.
On the purpose of assessing writing, it is important to note that assessment
is the gathering of information for the goal of guiding instruction. A good
assessment uses specific and appropriate language to describe the data gathered
and the patterns that are observed (Peha, 2003). Yet, in general, the focus of
writing assessment is on the language used, not on the fulfillment of the task per
se. Tasks used to elicit language may resemble real-world writing tasks, but the
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purpose is to display language proficiency, not the ability to persuade or
apologize. In other words, the readers who score the writing than in whether they
feel persuaded or ready to forgive the writer (Weigle, 2002). In this case, critical
writing should be assessed not only from the language used but also the
fulfillment of successful arguments as the pattern to observe.
In doing the assessment, the rater position should regard the purpose of
assessing critical writing. The rater is not ‘measuring’ writing as a scientist;
rather, s/he is a humanist analyzing the thinking and reasoning–equally
hermeneutic and rhetorical performances– of other human beings (Petruzzi, 2008).
More interpretation toward the text is required to figure out what is actually
happening in the learner’s thought.
Concerning the type of assessment, there are some reasons underlying the
choice between timed and non-timed writing assessment. In-class writing
assessment or timed-writing implies pragmatic reason: timed writing tests are a
fact of life for many students. Writing tests such as the TOEFL and the IELTS,
can have a profound effect on students’ futures. Yet, other teachers might consider
ways of modifying the timed impromptu essay to ﬁt the classroom environment.
These include strategies such as discussing a topic in class and doing preliminary
brainstorming, allowing students to write an essay outline before writing their
drafts in class, and/or writing an in-class draft for a grade, followed by revising it
out of class based on teacher or peer feedback for a separate grade (Weigle, 2007).
The choice must be made based on the instructional objective of the critical
writing course.
The teaching of critical writing in second or foreign language context need
to consider the limitation of timed-writing assessment. Giving students the
opportunity to prepare the content in advance of the writing may allow them to
demonstrate their best writing. The opportunity is limited in timed-writing
assessment method (Kreth et al., 2010). As second language writers often have
difficulties in managing both the content and linguistic demands of a writing
assignment, the timed-writing should not be the only assessment type employed in
critical writing course.
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The choice to make on the assessment type does not only deal with the
time but also the tool used, either paper-pencil or computer-based writing.
Research found that students paid more attention to higher order thinking
activities while evaluating their written texts in the computer session. They
revised signiﬁcantly more at most levels on the computer, and as the result their
computer-generated essays received higher scores in argumentation than the handwritten ones (Li, 2006). This finding suggested that educators should seriously
consider the impact of computers on writing assessment.
Regarding the use of assessment aids, models of writing assessment are
proposed by some research. Nebraska’s Statewide Writing Assessment required a
holistic scoring from more than one raters within allowable ranges as prescribed
by the rubric. The rubric criteria were identiﬁed as ideas and content,
organization, voice or tone, word choice, sentence ﬂuency, and conventions. This
model has strong support from teachers regarding their perception of the
assessment in supporting teaching practices and student success (Dappen &
Isernhagen, 2008). The rubric facilitates the raters to assess writing based on the
targeted competence of the course.
Another model relies on cognitively based assessments which are built
around integrated, foundational, constructed-response tasks. The model places a
strong emphasis on writing as it is kind of integrated, socially situated skill since
most writing tasks involve management of a complex array of skills. It is in line
with the use of Bloom’s taxonomy as a guide for structuring learning objectives
(Martin, 2006). This is by the reason that an effective writer must understand
grammar, describe how paragraphs work together, analyze the rhetorical situation,
and make evaluation on the writing quality. These mental activities belong to the
application of Bloom’s taxonomy.
The hierarchy of Bloom educational objective also covers some
knowledge dimensions. Factual, conceptual and procedural knowledged is
reflected in the ideas written in the learners essay. When the class use portfolio,
metacognitive knowledge is assessed because it typically includes samples of
students’ best work, self-assessment results, and students’ reflections on the
portfolio entries (Gronlund, 2009). Each knowledge requires the practice of the
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activities such as remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing, evaluating
and creating.
Another aid for assessing student’s critical writing is by peer-evaluation
assignment which encouraged students to think critically, synthesize information
and write about a sound argument rather than incorporate surface information into
written assignments. Because peer reviewers can improve the grades on their final
papers by offering concrete suggestions to the original authors, the peerevaluation process is helpful to improve both their writing skills and critical
thinking ability (Todd & Hudson, 2007).
The use of peer-evaluation in critical writing assessment does not only
benefit the writer whose essay is reviewed. With the aid of reviewing peers’
writing, signiﬁcant gains can be seen in the reviewer’s own writing than did the
receivers, who focused solely on how to use peer feedback. Results also indicated
that givers at the lower proﬁciency level made more gains than those at higher
proﬁciency levels (Lundstorm & Baker, 2009). This model is certainly employed
to support the assessment done by the teacher.
Student’s performance in critical writing also can be assessed using normreference test which is closely related to critical thinking. It consists of two parts,
the first of which requires students to respond a series of questions pertaining to
an article they have been given to read. The second part requires students to write
an evaluation of the article using standards to evaluate the quality of author’s
thinking. The eight standards are purpose, question, information, inference,
concept, assumption, implication and point of view. Then, each student’s paper is
scored by two trained raters using analytical rubric (Crook, 2006). Similar to any
other assessment model the rubric is used as a helpful tool to measure the
learners’ achievement in both writing and critical thinking.
There are many other types of rubric as assessment aid. Analytic rubrics
feature multiple scales that provide diagnostic information useful to both students
and teachers. The criteria assessed in the rubric cover: (1) the investigative
question explicitly stated; (2) a concise, accurate answer present;(3) samples from
published research articles discussed; (4) conﬁdence in conclusions discussed;
and(5) overall quality of the statement (Connors, 2008). By using the provided
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criteria, the raters may avoid inclusion of unrelated factors, such as grammatical
errors, and therefore it ensures consistent measurement of student’s writing
performance.
Despite the advantage of using rubrics as assessment aid, study results also
indicated that using rubrics may not improve the reliability or validity of
assessment if raters are not well trained on how to design and employ them
effectively. Many teachers use rubric simply because they believe using any
rubric is better than assessing without a rubric (Rezaei & Lovorn, 2010).
Consequently, rubrics should be well-designed, topic-speciﬁc and complemented
with exemplars to be more effective more. This means that rubrics should be
developed for a speciﬁc purpose and a speciﬁc group of students.
Basically, the assessment model makes strong connections with emerging
conceptions of writing, literacy and critical thinking suggesting an assessment
approach in which writing is viewed as calling upon a broader construct than is
usually tested in assessments that focus on relatively simple, on-demand writing
tasks (Deane et al., 2008). Any model employed should be oriented to assessing
not only the development of the student’s critical writing skills but also on the
progress made in term of critical thinking cognitive domain.
In a nutshell, writing critically should incorporate the teaching and
learning of critical thinking skills. Education practitioners especially EFL teachers
ought to view critical writing class a cyclic model developing leaner’s both
writing skills and critical thinking. Further, it entails the need of a well-designed
and specific assessment model otherwise the learning objective of critical writing
cannot be measured accurately.
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D. Concluding Remark
Writing is an effective way of engaging students in critical thinking. The
development of writing skill is affected by many aspects involved in the process
of generating the dynamic of critical thinking and both reading and writing
critically. Accordingly, writing critically should incorporate the teaching and
learning of critical thinking skills which involve well-designed and specific
assessment model.
To break down the critical thinking skills reflected in learner’s writing,
teachers can make use of Bloom hierarchy of cognitive domain. Writing teachers
can guide the learners to develop both writing and cognitive skill by applying the
cyclic model of critical writing. Writing and critical thinking, generally, has
obviously strong link across different courses and various contexts as it is
generalizable. Hence, developing learners’ critical writing and thinking
subsequently denotes acquiring the competence they need to be lifelong learners.
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