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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS

This study aims to shed light on the use of high cognitive questions, as a learner
strategy in developing critical thinking skills, as well as facilitating comprehension
and production of the second language among non-native second language students.
The use of high cognitive questions in non-native student group discussions was
examined. The focus of the study was to determine whether there is a statistically
significant mean difference in students' comprehension and production of the second
language and critical thinking skills when they were exposed to questioning
treatments. Two groups of 10 non-native Malaysian students participated. One group
was trained in incorporating high cognitive questions in group discussions while the
other was not. Following this, both groups read a text, discussed and then summarized
it. The discussion was recorded for transcription. The summaries were rated by two
English teachers using the Communicative Profile Scale evaluation instrument to
assess the students' performance in the second language. The transcribed discussions
were assessed using the UNCG (University of North Carolina at Greensboro)
~evaluation instrument to investigate the students' critical thinking abilities, which were
the ability to 'analyze and interpret', 'draw logwal inferences', 'evaluate and justify
inferences', 'make deductive and inductive reasoning'. Paired T-tests were used to
interpret the results. The study showed that, the experimental group demonstrated a
 higher performance in their comprehension and production of the second language
compared to the control group. The experimental group also demonstrated better
results in their critical thinking abilities than the control group. It is, therefore,
suggested that teachers should use high cognitive questions to help increase second
language students' understanding and production of the language as well as develop
.their cntlcal thinking SklllS :
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Introduction

This research empirically examines the method of questioning used in group
discussions, as part of a language learning strategy, gspecially in terms of how higher
frequency of high cognitive questions encourage critical thinking skills and facilitate
comprehension and prochiction of the second language ‘(L2) of non-native speakers
(NNS) of English with particular emphasis on Malaysian students. Critical thinking is
defined as a thinking process that goes beyond the recognition or recall of factual data
(Davidson 1969). Kurfiss (1988, p.2), goes on to define critical thinking as "an
investigation_Whose purpose is to ‘explore or question a situation, phenomenon, or
problem tojaz:rive ‘at a hypothesis or conclusion about it that integrates all available
 information and that can therefore be convincingly justified." Accordingly, Beyer
| (1985) discloses that asking open-ended or investigative questions like, ‘;Why?”,
“How?”, “What do you think. would happén if...?” can elicit critical thoughts of
students. Better comprehension can be achieved by employing such “high cognitive
questions™ (King 1990; 1992). Queétioné such as these can irﬁtiate negotiation of
meaning and content as they give students the opportunities to speak and shape

discourse together in the classrooms.

Generally, questioning. has been, and is, a dominant method of instfuétion in the
classroom. It is claimed that questioning is the most important technique in use today
and comes second to lecturing (Dillon 1983). The greatest attribute of questioning is

that it stimulates thinking in the classroom. Questioning is the strongest tool that a



teacher haé for teaching students to think. Théy direct the student step by step through
the process of concept formation and problem solving. A te;cher can raise students'
level of criticél thinking and aid them in reﬂeqtive thought by using questions properly
(Rhodes 1980). However, in many classrooms, the variety of thinking tasks required of
students is limited and may often be restricted to nothing more than recalling knawn
or memorized information (Davis and Tinsley 1967; Gallagher and Aschner 1963;
Christenburg and Kelly 1983). One of ‘-the most important rewards of learning,
according to Rhodes (1980), is the learner’s ability to use knowledge acquired. to
further hlS own thoughts. In order to establish a connection between learning and
thinking, the process usually has to be inci@ed by questions that go beyond that has
~ been 1eamedr (Chaudari 197‘4).. Therefore, questioning is a force that helps to shape

- students' thbughts and methods of inquiry.

The most popular system for classifying qu‘esﬁons is known as Bloom’s Taxonomy
(Morgan .and Saxton '1991). Th1$ taxonomy has proven to be a valuable tool for a
teacher to determine the degree of accuracy in the kinds of intellectual activities that
he or she requires of the students especially the type of questions asked (Mansion
| 1970). Bloom’s Taxonomy involves six levels of | cognitive processing, namely,

knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation. Questions,_
- according to the taxonomy, can be divided into lower and higher érder questions.
Lower order questions generally ask literal content of a text whereas higher order or
rather, high-éoglﬁtive quéstions, vstrive to challenge students to think a step MCI, to
be more }criti‘cal (Caﬁer and Long 19‘91).; Once the teacher has inculcated the higher

order or high cognitive questions in his or her students, each student will consequently



try to bring a frame of reference into the classroom based on his or her own sum of
knowledge, experience or values (Rabow et. al 1994, p. 23). Here, each student will be
encouraged to analyze or prove his or her statements. This process inevitably promotes

the development of high cognitive thinking skills.

When students share and negotiate in expressing their opinions or views, they are
actually 1eaming through discussions (Gass and Varonis 1985). Teachers can place
their students in groups in order for them to have the opportunity to evaluate each
others’ intellectual and interpersonal abilities (Rabow et. al 1994, p.11). While
students leatn the subjeet matter, they also master critical thinking skills — skills
which are significant in today’s work environment. In any educational environment,
.- the concept of grouping or pairing of students for the purpose of achieving an
academic goel has been widely researched and advocated through the professional
literature (Bruffee 1993; Davis 1993; Downey 1997:6). By putting students in a
- 'ccllaborati\;e‘ learning ahnOsphere, students’ will develop learning competence by
sharing and collaborating with other learners‘ in a discussion of a particular subject.
 Students are encouraged to vcnce out thelr oplmons by talking and discussing aloud,
; - questioning, and answering, as they work through a problem Critical thinking skills

~canbe develqped and communicative skills can be sharpened through language use.

. Davis (1993) claxms that students who work in small groups, regardless of the subj ect
- matter have the tendency to leam more of what is taught and retain it longer than
~when the same content is presented in other.formats. Such learning will make students

iIearn new concepts and use them in situations which call for complex exercise of



critical thinking skills. Students can henceforth benefit from using high-cognitive
questions in group discussions, which will help to enhance a critical and active
classroom interaction among students. This will also move the interaction more
towards student-talk rather than teacher-talk. In a sense, the method moves away from
the norms of traditional lecturing, where teachers actively present information and
students passively receive it (Meyers and Jones 1993', p. 19). These featured outcomes
will set out students or learners to use their thinking capacities in an attempt to
facilitate their comprehension, which could ultimately assist their learning and

acquiring a second language, in which the researcher attempts to prove.

Questioning ‘from the Islamic.Perspective,
The'pursuiﬁ for knowledge in Islam is regarded as everlasting. Man is constantly
instructed to investigate Nature in order to find knowledge. Through this divine
knowledge, mediated by sight, hearing, touch, and smell, man can ponder and think of
the wOndérs of God’s creation. This way man can find and understand God. As cited
in the Quran,
“ Say, 'Behold all that is in.the heaven and on Earth'. But neither signs
nor wamersi'proﬁt those who believe not”. (10:101)
The quest for knowledge in Islam is sigrﬁﬁcaﬁt. Those who possess knowledge are the
ones who have leverage oVer the rest who do not. As cited in the Qx;ran, in Chapter
- 39, verse 9,
| “...Say: Are th’ose who know and those who do not

know? Tt is those who are endued with understanding that

receive admonition.”



Here, underétanding can be related to possessing knowledge. Thus, the significance of

the quest and asking for knowledge is inherent in Islam.

When asking for knowledge, man is encoqraged to question. Questioning breeds
answers and man will be lagging behind in learing new ideas or concepts if he does
not question. Thus, knowledge entails questioning. This intellectual tool, together with
active reasoning can make mankind become well learned. In order to become so, one
must ask from the well learned to ensure that his or her facts are correct and reliable,
“And before thee also The Messengers We sent were but
men, to whom We granted inspiration: if ye realize this not,

- ask of those who possess the Message.” (16:43)

In fact, in ISlam, if the source of knowledge (the teacher) does not possess an answer
to a question, he or slie should mainly say "Allahu aalam" in order to indicate that only
the Almighty God hasv,‘ the ‘énsWer. This is also to show that absolute knowledge is
characteristically divine in nature and resides with Allah the Almighty. In spite of that,
questioning is eneouraged m Islam in oro'er to seek rightful knowledge. There is no
harm in asking questions, thus feelings of shyness or fear would be eliminated. It was
once told thét the Ansar women during the years of Prophet Muhammad (peece be
upon him) iivere .known to oe very shy and timid in anything but asking for knowledge
especially the divine knowledge of God. However Al-Ghazali quotes that one must

observe certain adab or ethics when executing the task (Abul Quasem 1975)



When man is encouraged to question, this leaves him with the capability to use his ‘ag/
or reason. With ‘aql, man possesses the ability to think and reflect upon things around
him. Accordihg to él-Razi, man's rational soul will fail if it is unable to recognize,
wonder and marvel at the world (Shawer 1973). He rationalizes that man with reason
must meditafe upon things with curiosity through discovery and investigation. In
Islam, man is conétanﬂy instructed to investigate Nature in order to find knowledge.
Hence, to aésist the quest for knowledge, man must use his faculty of reason. In doing
0, man sho,uid practice some deep and critical‘ thinking. The present study attempts to
prove that asking questions can be a part of inéiting critical thinking abilities among

students, in which they will ultimately use their faculty of reasoning.

~ The concepts'of thinking in the Quran are conveyed by several verbs such as agila,

- faqiha, and tafakkara, which are evidences of man’s capacity to think (Wan Daud

- 1989, p. 84). But thoughts in Islam should be grounded in facts and data. A rational
‘man bases I;is thoughts énd ideas on pre-investigated facts or data. Therefore, man is
asked not to follow anything without _lmowledge for hearing, sight, and the heart will

 be questioned m the Hereafter. As cited in tl-xé Quran,

“And pursue not that of which thdu hast no knowledge; for
every act of heéring, of seeing, or of feeling in the heart

~ will be enquired into the Day of Reckoning.” (17:36)

- While thinking and learning are highly proposéd in Islam, the process must be based
- on objective data and facts. In truth, when man seek knowledge, he is encouraged to

‘ask those who possess it. Whether the information being sought is correct | or



otherwise, it still needs to be verified in terms of its source and basis. Falsified

knowledge, which can harm society is to be rejected.

On the contrary, man’s curiosity to ask questions in order to verify information is
" much needed as to ensure that his informatién is right. In Islam, the concept of syura
can be adopted to help discuss issues, which need clarification and explanation. Syura
enables a certain group of people to hold a meeting or musyawarah. This way, views
and opinions of others can be obtained, and is in line with the establishment of amar
ma 'ruf nahy munkar- enjoining good and forbidding evil (Hamdan Muhammad 1999).
This way, man can each learn and exchange sound information or knowledge through
some kind of group learning, which can be done mutually and collaboratively. Again,
the ethics ér adab in conducting a syura or meeting groups need to be abided carefully

to ensure the success of the learning for all.

Hence, m the pursuit for knowiedge, man is consténtly encouraged to question and be
aware of the knowledge ébtained,_as it might be false or baseless. The Quran has
mentioned that man must be t?uthful and speak nothing, which he knows nothing
about. Thpse who speak falsély‘will not be allowed to enter Paradise. As stated in the
Quran: |

- “ And they said, 'None shall enter Paradise unless he be

o aJ eW'or_ a Christian.' Those are their vain desires. Say,

"Produce your proof if you are truthful' . (2:111)



However, if there is a need to establish a more concrete perception of that knowledge
or information, man possesses the freedom to discuss it in learning groups by sharing
and exchanging opinions or views. This way, man can think critically of others’

thoughts and views, which can actually help the learning process.

Problem Statement
English is taught as a second language in Malaysia; it is introduced in tﬁe primary and
secondary schools as a core subject. The general aim of teaching English in schools in
- Malaysia is td develop students’ language proficiency in reading, listening, speaking
and writing in English (Jassem 1993). However, the education received does not seem
to prepare them to be successfui in -following tertiary education. Many university
undergradﬁatés in Malaysia, particularly Maléy students, have shown relati\?ely .po.or
performance m their étudies, in such that théy did not show much critical thinking
:’ ~ abilities (Abraham 1999:6). According to the Rector of the International Islamic
University Malaysia (IIUM), Professor Dr. Mohamad Kamal Hassan in his address to
| the new intaké students fo‘r the 2000/2001 session at the IIUM oath-taking ceremony,
- itis not unusuél to see that eveh though tertiary students in Malaysié are able to speak
| English, they étill face difﬁcﬁlties in communicating their ideas correctly in written
| »English (Marzita Abdullah July,4:2000, p 3). He reasons that the poor performance is
‘due to the fact that students who have ‘the tendencies to take languagé learning for
. ‘granted and their lack of desire to fully master vit. In facf, based on her experience as a
"  student and a teacher, the réséarcher finds ,thatv Malaysian students are gen‘e‘,rally
passive and are inclined to 'receive' and not offer their thoughts to the class. Accofding

- to Nora (1997) in her doctorate research dissertation on ESL (English as é Second



Language) learner difficulties in Malaysia, students generally become reluctant to
speak tﬁeir minds in class discussions. She claims that “it is common among
Malaysians and perhaps most Asians, due to their past mode of education, are afraid to
ask questions or ask for more clariﬂcatioﬁs. They were never encouraged to ask
questions .... The culture of these students is such that questioning the credibility of

the teacher is uncalled for and disrespectful” (Nora Nasir 1997, p. 109-11).

However, questioning by students is very important in relation to sﬁmulatmg their
own thinking abilities. In fact, developing students’ critical thinking skills is important
to teachers in every discipline. Hence, in helping to prepare students to attend an
English spea}dng _‘university, teachers of ESL should not iny be devoted to the
.teaching of language skills; but they should also be committed to developing the

thinking skills of their students. This can effectively be done through questioning.

There are. several important reasons why ‘integrating critical thinking in language
teaching isl necessafy in the ESL glassroom. Developing and incorporating critical
thinking is an importantz vaspec‘t of prepa;‘ing ESL students té be successful in their
future studies. 'feaching them how to think critically through questioning methods, for
example, can challenge second languége learners intellectually. It is important to. allow
students to use their.minds and interact with difﬁcult materials and ideas. Although
ESL smdent‘s"may nc;t be p;oﬁcient enough to express their mougﬁts in English, they
still have the chance to cbfﬁprehend better bvy questioning critically (Pica, Yoﬁ;lg and
} Doughty 1987). Good and effective thinking skills can thus be regarded as one of the

- best tools ESL students could have against difficult words, challenging materials or



texts, as they are encouraged to question them (Runkle 1978). This can be more
helpful when students discuss among themselves whereby they can question each
other's opinions or views. When ESL students learn collaboratively as a group, they
interact and work together, and this will enable them to test their thinking skills and be
critical of each other. Thus proficiency can be increased hand in hand with the

development of critical thinking skills.

Background of the Study

This study was conducted in British Malaysian Institute (BMI) in Gombak, Selangor.
Here, English is the medium of instruction and is taught as one of the core-courses.
This engineering college 1s a part»produc_tv of Edexel Foundation or Business and
Technology Education Council (BTEC) of United Kingdom, together with Malaysia's
semi-govement organization, MARA. Hence, there is a big responsibility to ensure
the ongoing instruction in English. The college pays great importance in acquiring the
language as it is crucial for the developmént of proficiency among the students in
helping them to communicate globglly in the contemporary world of science and

technology (BMI-A Convergence of Minds 1999).

- To achieve tﬁis, the English Language Division of the General Studies Department
. | holds the major task in teaéhing the students to upgrade their language proficiency.
The staff consists of rglati&ély highly experiencéd non-native speakers of English from
various e‘ducétional backgrbunds. In contrast, the students of British Méléysian
- Institute range mainl_;,r from secondary sc.‘ho'ols‘ito local technical institutes all over

- Malaysia. It also caters for local students from overseas who have completed their A-
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Level there. The English programme in the college meets the requirement of the
National Accreditation Board (LAN) under the Education Ministry. It is a board,

which sets guidelines for public and private higher—education institutions.

Objectives of the Research
The objectives of this research are:

1) to determine whether there is a statistically significant mean difference in
students' comprehension and production of the L2 between those given the
questibning treatmenf (experimental group) and those who were not given the
questioning treatment (control group).

2) to determine whether there is a-statistically significant mean difference in
studgrits' critical thinlging skills between those given the questioning treatment
(expe:imental group) and those who weré not given the questioning treatment
(control group), The study seeks to find out whether or not non-native sPeakers
of 12 cén:

@) ‘} agalyie and interpret

(i) draw logical inferences

(iii) evaluate and justify inferences
(iv) make deductive réasoning

) and make inductive reasoning while being engaged in group discussions.

Research Questions
: :'In this study, the researcher tries to seek the answers to the following questions:

) Is there a statistically significant mean difference in students' comprehension
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and production of the L2 between those given the questioning treatment
(experimental group) and those who were not given the questioning treatment
(control group)?

2) Is there a statistically significant mean difference in students' ability to analyze
and interpret between the experimental group and the control group?

3) Istherea statisticélly significant mean differénce in students' ability to draw
logical inferences between the experimental group and the control group?

4) Is there a statistically significant mean difference in students' ability to
evaluate and justify inferences between the experimental group and}he control
groﬁp?

5) Is the_,re a statisticaﬂy siéniﬁcant mean difference in students' ability to

- ﬁlai(e deductive reésoning between the experimental group and the control
group?

6) Istherea statistica}ly significant mean difference in students' ability to make

inductive reasoning) between the experimental group and the control group?

Significance of the Reseafch

The research prc?sents a teaching and learning strategy that incorporates high-cognitive

questions among students in group discussions in ESL classes. The findings of such a
“study might be heipful to ESL practitioners in using this strategy in order to help

enhance the development of critical thmklng skills among students in language

‘teaching. It can alsobe a pomt of reference for other research to come.

12



Organization of Chapters

This study constitutes five chapters. Chapter One is an introductory chapter, which
presents some general information pertaining the key issues supporting the study. It
also draws out the research problems and objectives. Chapter Two discusses the
relevant studies on classroom questioning. Chapter Three includes the detailed design
of the study or procedures taken in the completion of research. Chapter Four looks at
the results or findings of the research as well as discusses the findings. Chapter Five
ends the dissertation with some implications for teaching and suggestions for further

resegrch.
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