The Language of critical thinking
Someone commented about the recent EAP North (Liverpool) meeting on Critical Thinking that we had covered
‘Little on linguistic realisation in the event or in the summary of the discussion.  What areas of language (e.g. stance?) should we be focusing on?  Is there scope here for some interesting investigation?’
This is of course a major omission, but understandable given the time we had and the knots we always get into on the discipline specific versus generic question. So perhaps this should be a theme for a future event. Here are some thoughts.
The range of critical thinking language that we need to include in teaching and learning is generic in two ways: we need to offer students as wide a choice as possible and we need a conceptual framework within which to present it for ease of retrieval and maximum transferability. But it’s clearly discipline specific in that disciplines have their own preferred selection of language features and, more importantly, contexts of use.
The language of critical thinking is all about voice, and voice needs language: metadiscourse, hedging, distancing, terms for persuasion and caution, attitude markers, maximisers / minimisers, emphasisers – the terminology is extensive and confusing. Perhaps we can clarify by thinking of voice as a way of doing three things. It’s about taking and defending a stance, it’s about expressing meaning relations and it’s about evaluating.
First, stance. Stance is nuanced (rather than opinionated) and is defended. It’s nuanced by expressions of strength (‘clearly’), caution (‘possibly’) and distance (‘widely held’), as well as being hedged around with limits and conditions. Then stance leads into argument. Ian Bruce touched on this at the recent Leeds ResTES symposium on practitioner knowledge when he mentioned his research on stance, in particular the language of Concession Contraexpectation relations in academic essays.
Critical thinking language also includes any language that shows relations between ideas: such relations are expressed particularly through rhetorical functions / cognitive genres such as comparison, ‘cheaper’, and causality, ‘because’. These are familiar expressions at all levels of language learning. Although ‘Heavy rain causes flooding’ (thrown out by Ted as a poor excuse for critical thinking) exemplifies such a relation, I would argue it does this only at a relatively simplistic and barren sentence level of analysis. As Phil (Leeke) comments on the EAP in the North website, ‘ideas, arguments and debates take place within larger narratives’. In an EAP lesson, we’d get students to explore cause-effect chains that explain a more realistic scenario of what causes and what mitigates flooding, perhaps in a particular context.

Thirdly, critical thinking language includes evaluative language: from comparison (e.g. ‘more than’, ‘less than’) to marked lexis (‘insight’, ‘suffer’) and reporting verbs /evaluative attribution (‘X confirmed’, ‘Y explained’). Even the simple word ‘too’, with an adjective, signals what the writer sees as a problem (‘too expensive’, ‘too vague’). There is obvious discipline specificity in how practitioners evaluate – for example, biologists value complexity in ecosystems, but computer programmers regard complexity as a problem – but both biologists and programmers need to ‘self-assess rigorously and conscientiously’ and ‘critically evaluate the quality and impact’ of their own work (Argent and Alexander 2013. p 285). Presumably, there is some overlap in the language they need to express this.
Language can be discipline specific but the conceptual framework from which it is drawn is generic. Perhaps a more important discipline specific consideration is social context: ‘Who’s entitled to have a voice? When, How and Where?’ The concept of ‘reasonable scepticism’ is useful here: ‘being open minded and willing to be convinced, but only if authors can adequately back their claims’ Wallace and Wray (2011). This allows for wide variation not only in terms of discipline but also genre and relative expertise of reader and writer. So, a first-year philosophy student essay is expected to display scepticism towards a text by Kant, but it takes Einsteinian expertise to question Newtonian physics. There are all kinds of circumstances in between these positions, and we need to help students to explore them (see for example Argent and Alexander 2013. p 186 - 195). 
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