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Abstract: Critical thinking is of great value to improve students’ creative ability and their cultural qualities. In the teaching practice of
English &American literature, the “Process Teaching” method can be applied to develop college students’ critical thinking. To be more
specific, three techniques are involved: 1.restoring the historical context to improve students’ independent thinking abilities; 2.breaking the
boundaries of time sequence and literary genres to train their abilities to observe and make appropriate comparisons between/among
different works; 3. stimulating students to think critically by brainstorms and discussions.
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Introduction
Nowadays, aimed at improving college students’ humanistic
quality and their moral value, the English and American literature
course is set up in most of universities and colleges at home.
However, the feedback from the course is far from satisfaction,
partly because teacher-oriented practice, together with the widely
accepted course model—“literature history plus selective reading”,
weakens students’ ability of doing autonomous research and
oppresses their learning motivation and initiative to the lowest level.
The learners are accustomed to recording and repeating what have
been taught in class. The process of independent thinking is replaced
by the mechanical and monotonous recitation. Therefore, it is not
conducive to the development of learners’ creative thinking through
traditional teaching patterns.
What is critical thinking after all? The concept of “critical
thinking” derives from the famous American educator Dewey’s
“reflective thinking”. It refers to psychological activity during which
the individual estimates the authenticity, accuracy, essence and value
of the knowledge he has learned, so as to make reasonable and
appropriate decisions about what he should do and believe. (Liu
Rude, 2001) Critical thinking is the fundamental impetus to promote
the advancement of intellectual society, and intellects are the key to
the competitive future world where the thought of “survival of the
fittest” dominates. (Zou Congqing, 2003). Therefore, the cultivation
of critical thinking is of great significance to college students’
development as well as the innovation of educational patterns.
Nonetheless, how to enhance students’ critical thinking effectively
and efficiently with regard to English and American literature course
has not yet attracted enough attention from Chinese scholars and
researchers. This article attempts to propose three methods based on
teaching practice. The first one is to recreate the historical context so
as to improve their capacity for independent thinking. The second
one is to break the boundary of time sequence, comparing works and
characters from different periods and genres. The last one is to
organize class discussions in order to encourage students’ sparks of

critical thinking.
Restoring the historical context to improve students’
independent thinking
“Critical thinking refers to the individuals’ personal quality of
judging the process, theory, methodological background, evidence
and evaluation of the knowledge to which he has access. It involves
two important aspects, the personal preference and the personal
psychological characteristic.”(Luo Qingxu, 2001) Generally
speaking, the logical thinking pattern falls into three stages: Raise a
question, analyze the question, and finally figure out a way to solve
the question. However, in China, the traditional teaching modes lay
their emphasis merely on its efficient yielding by monotonous
teaching. A large number of teachers choose to skip the second
stage—data collection and analysis—and bring out impatiently the
so-called “standard answers” and require students to recite them in
order to get high scores in various kinds of tests and examinations.
Needless to say, this traditional mode holds back students’ critical
thinking process and turns a blind eye to their personalities and
potentials. Students have no choice but to follow the old-fashioned
ideas. It is not difficult to explain why the Chinese students get the
reputation of “high score but low qualities”. As a matter of fact, the
appropriate teaching method should build a bridge between the two
stages of raising questions and solving questions, and enable the
students to analyze the arguments and judge the validity of the
conclusions by themselves.
For example, when discussing about the novel Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, we often mention its historical significance of establishing a
new image of the black, reconstructing black people’s national
self-confidence, and accelerating the outbreak of the American Civil
War. How is the conclusion drawn? Is it true and authentic? Students
have no opportunities or willingness to do deep and thorough
research about it. Writing down what is inculcated on their
notebooks is the only thing they are trained to do. Teachers need to
be aware that the English and American literature is a course that
combines the knowledge of literature with historical backgrounds.
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On the one hand, educators are supposed to take the system and
framework of literature into full consideration. On the other hand,
teachers can never afford to jettison the indispensable significance of
history discipline. Therefore, certain information about the historical
background should be suggested while the course is proceeding, in
the sense that restoring the social context in which the historical
accident took place avails the students in experiencing and feeling
the social atmosphere, and then creative sparks of critical thinking
might come along.
In order to cultivate and improve the students’ critical thinking,
some questions can be put forward for students to collect data,
analyze and come up with their own opinions. And the questions
might be: “why does the novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin play an important
role in helping black people to rebuild their new healthy image?
What was the stereotypical image of black people?” As I mentioned,
some information about the historical background could be
recommended, such as the divergent attitudes of the northern states
and southern states toward the slavery system on the eve of
American Civil War. Having gathered valid and authentic data from
libraries and internet, my students learned that the abolitionist
writers in the southern United States were more than pleased to
portray the black as ignorant, lazy, ridiculous “Sambo” who could
not survive without the white’s help. This hypocritical excuse
became an untenable alibi to justify the cannibalistic slavery system.
After the stage of data collection, the students were encouraged to
present the descriptions of the unfavorable “Sambo” image that they
found in the literature or historical materials, and discuss about the
credibility of the argument with other students. Afterwards, the
teacher might require students to identify the positive descriptions of
the black people image in Uncle Tom’s Cabin and summarize them
with concise sentences. Several of my students found some positive
descriptions about Uncle Tom’s appearance. He “was a large,
broad-chested, powerfully-made man, of a fully glossy black, and a
face whose truly African features were characterized by an
expression of grave and steady good sense, united with much
kindliness and benevolence” (Harriet Beecher Stowe, 2009). Some
students offered their interpretations to me from their own
perspectives. They thought George had both handsome appearance
and great wisdom, for he tactfully disguised himself as Spanish to
get rid of the slavers’ chase, and eventually arrived at the shore of
freedom with his beloved wife. After the two stages of raising
problems and data analysis, a conclusion can be safely drawn that
the two black heroes Harriet Beecher Stowe portrayed in Uncle
Tom’s Cabin, steadfast Uncle Tom and resourceful George,
successfully transform the distorted stereotype of black people into a
new healthy image.
Encouraging students to do independent thinking and in-depth
explorations is of great importance to the cultivation and
development of students’ critical thinking, not only because it helps
to establish a more profound understanding of the historical
significance of a literary work, but also because it emancipates
students from the shackles of mechanical memorization and the
blind belief in “authority” and “standard answer”.

globalization as it seems but covers the ideological and cultural
globalization as well. This irreversible trend of our time drives us
toward the ultimate destination: the amalgamation of global culture.
The teaching practice of English & American literature proceeds in a
chronological sequence. It usually starts from the very beginning of
the first literary work and categorizes literary texts into several
genres with regard to their writing styles and periods, such as roman
and realistic writings. Although it seems to be conducive to sorting
out the time sequence of literature system and alleviating the task of
recitation, it actually blocks student’s academic insights and
suppresses their abilities of critical thinking in the long run.
Educators should place the course under the historical background of
globalization and inspire our students to scrutinize the literary texts
from multi perspectives, switching the “Duck- Stuffing” teaching
type into “Self-Initiated” learning type.
For instance, when discussing about the famous American
writer Ralph Waldo Emerson, teachers might offer the information to
the students that Emerson was obsessed with Chinese culture and his
ecological aesthetic thoughts illustrated in his masterpiece Nature
were quite consistent with Chinese theory of “Tao follows nature”,
so that students are enlightened to make comparisons between
Emerson’s literary thoughts and Chinese traditional culture. Some of
my students assumed that the nature-oriented thoughts Emerson
conveyed in his works were similar to the conception of “Peach
Garden” depicted by the ancient Chinese poet Tao Yuanming, now
that both of these two thoughts have always been considered as the
symbols of spiritual comfort with which the authors escaped from
the real world and found their inner peace and calm. Although they
were rooted in different cultural environments, Emerson’s and Tao
Yuanming’s psychological thoughts—one is American individualism
and the other is traditional Chinese Confucianism—echoed with
each other in terms of loving nature and longing for the return to
innocence. And some other students dared to break the limit of linear
time sequence and pointed out that the harmony embodied in
Emerson’s Nature was exactly the same as the one in Chinese
modern novel Border Town, in that they both paid their attention to
the harmony between people, between man and nature, between
human and society.
As a masterpiece of American Transcendentalism, the language
style and implications of Nature are relatively obscure and intricate
to most of college students. A perspective from Chinese traditional
culture offers them a new way to comprehend it. The comparison
between/among different works from different cultural backgrounds
under the guidance of the teachers contributes to deepening the
students’ understanding of literary works. Moreover, it might urge
students to observe and think from broader views and jump out of a
small circle of specific culture, and helps to cultivate students’
universal value and increase humanistic concerns about the world. It
is safe to say that the “Comparison and Analysis” method plays an
essential role in developing students’ ability of critical thinking.

Breaking the boundaries of time sequence and literary
genres

In the English and American literature class, some open
questions worth exploring and debating should be raised for students
to brainstorm, instead of only some superficial statements of facts.
Students’ involvement in the thinking and discussing after close
reading would not only deepen their understanding about literature
works but also do good to their cultural accomplishment, which is
far more beneficial than merely reciting general literature knowledge.

Nowadays, with the accelerating pace of globalization the
cultural exchanges among different nations and races have been
becoming more frequent than any period in human history, which
means that globalization goes beyond the narrow field of economic

Stimulating students to think critically by brainstorms and
discussions
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During the discussion, teachers should properly invoke students’
critical thinking and motivate them to take an active part in the deep
exploration. Take Washington Irving’s Rip Van Winkle as an
example, the following questions can be put forward to discuss.
a. What does the character of Mrs. Winkle contribute to the plot?
Why is she characterized as an irritable and nagging shrewd?
b. What is your opinion of taking Rip Van Winkle as a model of
hermit literature since some domestic scholars have made a
comparison between Rip Van Winkle and Tao Yuanming, a famous
pastoral poet of ancient China, as they are both escapists longing for
free and unworldly life? Why?
My students had a lively discussion in groups and argued for
their own opinions. Some students argued that Mrs. Winkle was not
a shrew as fierce and ruthless as described but a female who could
only use her own way to eliminate her resentment and discontent
under the oppression of a patriarchal society. As a matter of fact, it is
the self-reliant and hard-working Mrs. Winkle who takes the
responsibility of supporting the family when her husband keeps
escaping from domestic responsibilities. Thus some students
concluded that Mrs. Winkle held an active and optimistic attitude
towards life under her seemingly overbearing image.
One of the important methods to train students’ dialectical
thinking is to encourage them to question surface phenomena so as
to acquire the essence through meticulous observation and thorough
analysis. There were also other different views from the students
who held that Washington Irving did not deliberately belittle Mrs.
Winkle and that her negative image was constructed as a requisite to
develop the plot of the whole story. An excerpt is used to verify the
argument. “Rip had but one way of replying all lectures of the kind,
and that, by frequent use, had grown into a habit. He shrugged his
shoulders, shook his head, cast up his eyes, but said nothing. This,
however, always provoked a fresh volley from his wife; so that he
was fain to draw off his forces, and take to the outside of the
house—the only side which, in truth, belongs to a hen-pecked
husband. ” (Washington Irving, 2007) It is because of Rip’s nagging
wife that he would rather wander outside than stay at home and that
he met the strange-looking strangers, drank their wine and slept for
20 years. The following parts of story wouldn’t have happened if it
weren’t for Mrs. Winkle’s bad temper. And twenty years later when
Rip Van Winkle got back home, Mrs. Winkle already died because
she had already finished the mission the author accorded to her and
her existence was no longer necessary. So they drew the conclusion
that the author did not simply demonize and belittle the female
figures, and he designed different characters only for the
development of the story. Despite the fact that most opinions the
students put forward still need more verifying materials to be nailed
down, the discussion permits students to give full play to their
critical thinking skills and challenge the authority of textbooks.
The second question was the most disputable of all, which led
to a heated discussion in our class. Some students supported the idea
that Rip was a symbol of hermit seeking for seclusion for he was not
restricted by worldly fame and fortune. But more students in the
class upheld that Rip’s so-called simple life was based on his
ducking out of his family responsibilities. Being lazy and ignorant
was far different from being a hermit with the hope to live a secluded
and peaceful life. Tao Yuanming and Thoreau, two of the most
famous hermits in human history, were both well prepared and glad
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to engage themselves in labors so as to live self-sufficiently and
independently. Rip Van Winkle, however, was nothing but a
disgusting slob who “would rather starve on a penny than work for a
pound.” (Washington Irving, 2007) In this sense, Rip Van Winkle
could be considered as a text of escape literature indeed, in an
unfavorable way, though. During that class, students’ enthusiasm
about the text was greatly stirred by lively atmosphere. Strike while
the iron is hot. At the end of the class, teachers are suggested to
require the students to write papers about the questions they have
discussed in class. The seminar-like class provides them fresh
writing materials and new different angles to analyze the classical
literary texts, so writing papers would no longer be a difficult
conundrum to students. It could be seen from their assignments that
students’ thesis-writing has been greatly improved as the original and
unique ideas and convincing arguments replaced the old sameness
and vapidity.
It is worth mentioning that teachers should leave enough space
for students’ unrestrained imagination through the teaching practice
in this “seminar-like class” way. A negative response to all of their
presumptions and interpretations will impair their passion about
class discussions and brainstorms in the long run. If teachers find
students’ arguments not convincing enough, teachers should
encourage them to dig more relative materials to do further
researches instead of denying their ideas completely. Classroom
discussions and brainstorms stir students’ critical thinking sparks and
allow them to look at the problem from a new perspective, while
writing practice enables the students to train their logical thinking
and writing skills, thus to improve their comprehensive quality.
Conclusion
Apart from the three methods I mentioned above, many other
available and practical techniques still exist in the teaching process.
Teachers’ every inspiring question, every knowledgeable answer, and
every supportive smile could be an efficient method to prompt a new
way of thinking. The training process of critical thinking not only
requires students’ initiatives and active participation, but also
requires teachers to break away from the imprisonment of the
traditional teaching patterns and explore unceasingly the appropriate
approaches to develop students’ potentials. Only in this way can we
walk out of the predicament that Chinese students generally lack the
critical thinking ability and make the future of Chinese education
much brighter.
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