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Developing Engineering Students’ Critical Thinking Skills through Reading Short Stories

Thanis Bunsom', Sompatu Vungthong” and Wareesiri Singhasiri’

As stated in section 28 of the National Education Act of B.E. 2551 (2008), the
substance of the curricula, both academic and professional, places an emphasis on
human development with critical thinking. Therefore, the purpose of this study
was to investigate how critical thinking can be developed through close and
analytical readings of short stories. A book club was established to facilitate the
conduct of the research in which eleven participants comprising KMUTT students
from different departments were assigned to read nine English short stories and
discuss their opinion and understanding of each text in groups. Further data were
collected through the participants’ personal written journals. They were used as
evidence to demonstrate the subjects’ individual interaction with the texts which
according to the ‘reception theory’ (Fish 1980; Holland 1975) have independent
meanings and are open to interpretation. The implementation of the research was
based on Bloom’s taxonomy (1956) which classifies cognitive behaviours into six
categories, ranging from the fairly simple to more complex. The results reveal
that some of the subjects were able to read and understand the texts in a more
critical manner and their perceptiveness broadened. Also, it is hoped to shed light
on the application of literature in developing critical thinking skills.

Key words: reading, short stories; Bloom’s taxonomys; critical thinking skills
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Introduction

King Mongkut’s University of Technology Thonburi, as the name suggests, is an academic
institution that offers a wide variety of technology-oriented courses, most of which belong to the
faculties of Engineering, Science, Industrial Education and Information Technology. Therefore, it
is not surprising to learn that the teaching of English at KMUTT forms only a small part of the
curricula, making up nine compulsory credits. In order to graduate, students are required to take
three English subjects, LNG 101 Fundamental English 1, LNG 102 Fundamental English 2 and
LNG 103 Fundamental English 3. If the students have higher scores of English from the entrance
examination, they may be allocated to other elective courses that suit their level such as Oral

Communication 1-2 or English for Work.

Due to the limited number of elective or optional courses that the students are required to
take and the nature of their studies, the department of Language Studies feels obliged to comply
with their academic needs as well as interests. The department has tried to accommodate the
students’ main concentration by designing the materials of each English course in a technology-
orientated manner. To clarify, an example is the subject LNG 103 in which a whole chapter is
dedicated to the topic “gadget/technology design.” The students are required to invent an imaginary
technological tool and explain the process of its function in writing and oral presentation. The input
they are given before the work begins includes technology-related reading passages and relevant

sets of vocabulary and expressions.

As a result of this, the research team felt that the students’ reading abilities were not fully
developed because of the limited type of passages they have been exposed to. We also believed that
technology-related passages were straightforward, consisting of sets of fixed expressions and ideas
that did not require further elaborate thinking skills above the comprehension level. Hence, the
research team agreed that extensive reading should be used in order to stimulate the students’
critical thinking skills, one of the skills the Thai government would like to promote as stated in
section 28 of the National Education Act of B.E. 2551 (2008). Although the students have access to
the Self-Access Learning Centre, organised by the School of Liberal Arts, where a large number of
fictional works are available, there has been no concrete evidence as to how the students really
make use of the materials nor has there been any prior attempt to investigate whether the students

develop any critical thinking skills after reading the materials.
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The book club was the research team’s solution for the two aforementioned problems. By
exposing the students to a number of short stories, we would like to answer the two following
research questions:

1. Based on Bloom’s taxonomy, which levels of thinking do students’ reflections belong to?

2. How will the reading of short stories develop the students’ critical thinking skills?

Literature review

What is critical thinking?

Over the past several decades, many definitions of critical thinking have been proposed. Critical
thinking can be defined as reasonable, reflective thinking that is focused on deciding what to
believe or do (Ennis, 1987) or thinking that is purposeful, reasoned and goal directed (Halpern,
1989). According to Bensley (1998), critical thinking is reflective thinking involving the evaluation
of evidence relevant to a claim so that a sound conclusion can be drawn from the evidence. Facione
(1990) argues that the keys of critical thinking include interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference
and self- regulation. Analysis is identifying the relationship between statements, questions, or
descriptions to express judgment. For evaluation, it is assessing the credibility and the logical
strength of statements, descriptions or questions. Inference refers to the ability to draw reasonable
conclusions based on facts and judgments. Self-regulation, the last skill, is seen as the ability of an
individual to monitor their own personal cognitive activities to make sure that they are engaged in

critical thinking.

Importance of critical thinking in learning and teaching

Since critical thinking is highlighted as one of the six major intellectual and practical skills to be
gained during undergraduate study (Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2004) and
in Thailand is stated in the National Educational Act of 2008 as a skill that must be offered through
the curricula, the importance of critical thinking seems to be recognised. However, most students
are still deprived of this necessary skill. Many educational reports including the National
Assessment of Educational Progress demonstrated that the American educational system was
failing to teach many of its students to think effectively. Mckinnon and Renner (1971), for
example, found that only 25% of all first-year college students after being tested showed the ability
to reason logically and abstractly. Langer and Applebee (1987) found that students often had
difficulty in persuasive and analytic writing, two kinds of writing that require critical thinking. For
Thailand, very little research has been done and very few courses are designed to address this

concept. Khuankaew (2010) investigated the impact of using literary and non-literary texts as
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supplementary reading in a writing class focusing on critical writing. Quantitative results from a t-
test analysis show the development of writing and critical thinking in both experimental and control
groups. From the findings of her study, it shows that reading literature and critical thinking are
interrelated as it is believed that reading literature is a common practice for the students to analyse

the themes, plots, characters, setting and others so that they can criticise works of literature.

Regarding the methods of teaching critical thinking, in the Western world, there have been
numerous attempts to address the topic. Gokhale (1995), for example, contends that collaborative
learning can help improve students’ critical thinking skills. However, the idea of critical thinking
through the act of reading seems the most prevalent; the intricate link between reading and critical
thinking has been emphasised. Students can substantially develop their thinking skills while
reading. Based on the ‘reception theory’, texts have independent meanings and are open to
interpretation. This approach focuses on readers. Readers interpret the meanings of the text based
on their individual cultural background and life experiences. In essence, the meaning of a text is not
inherent within the text itself, but is created within the relationship between the text and the reader.
Tierney and Pearson (1983) maintain that reading offers the potential for higher level thinking as
readers draw on background experiences to compose a text and engage in an ongoing negotiation to
gain the meaning. According to Wilson (1988), critical literacy allows the use of strategies and
techniques such as formulating questions before, during, and after reading, responding to the text in
terms of the student's own values, anticipating texts, and responding to texts through writing

activities which ask readers to interact with the text in personal ways.

Literature, especially as a critical text, can be used to stimulate students’ critical thinking.
Through literature, students learn to read personally, actively, and deeply (Sweet, 1993). Tung &
Chang (2009, p. 291) have elaborated the inextricable link between literature reading and critical
thinking:

Literature reading is a complex process that requires readers to recall, retrieve and reflect
on their prior experiences or memories to construct meanings of the text. While they are
doing so, they need to demonstrate the following capacities: to differentiate facts from
opinions; to understand the literal or implied meanings and the narrator’s tone; to locate
details related to the issues discussed; to find out the causal relationship or the
connections between the events or actions; to detect an inferential relationship from the
details observed; to be perceptive of multiple points of views; to make moral reasoning
and fair-grounded judgments; and most of all, to apply what they have learned from this
process to other domains or the real world.
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Similarly, according to Riecken and Miller when literature is approached from a problem
solving perspective, students are asked to evaluate evidence, draw conclusions, make inferences,
and develop a line of thinking (1990). Even for children, literature offers them more opportunities

to consider ideas, values, and ethical questions (Somers & Worthington, 1979).

Measuring critical thinking

How to measure critical thinking is also a significant topic. This paper will use Bloom’s taxonomy
as the basis for measuring students’ critical thinking level. Benjamin Bloom established a hierarchy
of educational objectives, which can be called Bloom’s taxonomy. It divides cognitive objectives
into six levels moving from basic to high levels of thinking. These include knowledge,
comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. All of these stages relate to how

the brain processes information and thoughts (Bloom et al., 1956).

Bloom’s taxonomy classifies cognitive behaviours into six categories, ranging from fairly

simple to more complex. These categories are described by Orlich et al. (1998) as follows:

a. Knowledge: This category emphasises remembering - either by recall or recognition. Both
processes involve the retrieval of information stored in the mind. The information is
retrieved in basically the same form as it was stored. For example, in a reading class, the
teacher may ask students to name the main characters of the story in the previous lesson. In
answering this question, students would be retrieving the knowledge in the same form as it

was received.

b. Comprehension: This involves transforming information into more understandable forms.
There is a distinction between this processing and recalling. Through the act of processing,
students transform information into a form that makes sense to them. For example, after
reading a story, students may summarise the story in a diagram or paraphrase by using their
own words. That is they can state the differences and similarities of the two characters; in

other words, they are making comparisons and contrasts.

c. Application: This category involves using information to find a solution to a problem. The
activity that can be used to enhance this level of thinking is asking them to help the
characters in the story solve the problem. Students have to propose ideas which are

applicable to the problem.
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d. Analysis: The emphasis in this level is on explaining how the various parts of a complex
process or object are arranged or work together to achieve a certain effect. The teacher may
give a poem or a story for students to read and ask them to explain how the different

elements interweave to achieve an effect.

e. Synthesis: The key of synthesis is creativity and uniqueness. Synthesis is the process of
combining parts in such a way as to constitute a pattern or a structure that did not exist

before. For example, after reading the story, they may write a short story of their own.

f. Evaluation: To function at the evaluation level, the students must set up appropriate
standards or values and determine how closely the idea or object meets standards or values.
This brings out the subjective and creative component of evaluation. For instance, students

may make a judgment on the characters in the story. They may evaluate the value of the

story.

Research Methodology

Subjects

Regular members of the book club comprised of eleven students (nine male and two female), five
of whom are 4" year Mechanical Engineering students. The rest are 1% year Computer Engineering
students. These students were chosen because of their good performances in English classes. Also,
they expressed their desire to be well-trained in reading English texts. From 11 students, four
students were further chosen to be the subjects of this study because they regularly participated in
the reading club, submitted their journals, and their journal entries generated several critical

thinking levels.

Requirements

Apart from being expected to read the short stories beforehand and actively participating in the
discussion, the members were asked to keep reflective journals on the stories they read. Each
journal was one to two pages in length and was in either Thai or English. After having discussed
the ninth story, the research team called each member to fill in a questionnaire and to conduct an

in-depth interview with each member.

Criteria for Selecting Short Stories
The criteria for choosing the short stories for discussion among members in the book club can be

divided into three main scopes. The first one is the level of difficulty, in terms of length (number
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of words), linguistic features (i.e. level of vocabulary, writing styles, and structure of the text) and
literary elements (number of characters, symbols and other literary techniques). The level of
difficulty was our priority because of the time constraint of each session and the members’ reading
abilities. Each session lasted 45 — 70 minutes; therefore, it did not leave much time for long,
discursive discussions. In addition, texts which were too long would discourage the subjects’
interest and texts which were too difficult would hinder their comprehension of the texts which in

turn would obstruct the flow of critical/analytical skills.

The second scope of criteria is the themes of the stories. The researchers chose a variety of
texts that contain different themes to stimulate the members’ critical thinking. The themes range
from topics familiar to the members such as human relationships such as parental, spousal and
sexual love, jealousy and selfishness to topics beyond the members’ existing knowledge such as
Western traditions and European colonialism. The familiar topics were discussed in a more active
and argumentative manner whereas the topics with which the subjects were not familiar yielded

more difficulties both in reading comprehension and critical interpretation.

The last criterion responds to the researchers’ convenience. All of the nine stories
included in the book club have been carefully studied and analysed by the research team. The
researchers are highly familiar with the chosen texts due to the fact that these stories were part of
the researchers’ past studies and the discussions were done in formal classroom settings, conducted
by professional, experienced lecturers with high expertise. Prior to the discussion in the book club,

the texts were also scrutinised by more readings of different criticisms available.

The nine short stories discussed in the book club are as follows:
1. Ernest Hemingway’s A Very Short Story: The love story of a soldier and a nurse during the war
that turns out to be just a quick, meaningless affair
2. Dorothy Parker’s A Telephone Call: The psychological battle of a woman who is waiting for her
man to telephone her
3. Roald Dahl’s Lamb to the Slaughter: The story of a woman who kills her husband with a frozen
lamb leg and covers up her crime
4. Sally Benson’s The Overcoat: The contemplation of her situation in life recalled by a woman
going home on the subway
5. Oscar Wilde’s The Happy Prince: The story of a prince who after his death is turned into a statue

and a swallow that responds to the prince’s requests
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6. Katherine Mansfield’s The Doll’s House: The story of a girl who extends her compassion to the
pitiful girls who are shunned by the society

7. Shirley Jackson’s The Lottery: A woman’s protest against the traditional lottery drawing that
aims to sacrifice people for the sake of a community

8. William Faulkner’s 4 Rose for Emily: A mad woman who kills a man and covers up her crime
until her death

9. Charles Dickens’s Bleak House (excerpt): A visit to an orphanage run by Mrs. Jellyby whose

preoccupation lies in a project to help African people

Steps of Running the Book Club

The book club was established to serve the members’ desire to develop their reading and critical
thinking skills. The research team gathered KMUTT engineering students of different years and
departments and we met twice a week for six weeks, starting from 2" of January to 11" of

February 2011 at the department of Language Studies, School of Liberal Arts, KMUTT.

Each session lasted between 45 and 70 minutes. The first ten minutes were for
comprehension checking i.e. to check if the members understood the plot, the vocabulary and other
linguistic features. Comprehension checking was done through researchers’ explicit questioning

and peer supporting explanations.

Afterwards, the discussions of the meanings of symbols and settings as well as the analysis
of characterization (characters’ development, conflicts, motivations and actions) were led by the
researchers through a series of questions. The research team responded to the members’ questions
with more questions. Answers were rarely given unless the discussion halted due to the depth of
analysis with members having no background in the topics. It is noted that the discussion was

conducted in both English and Thai.

Limitation of the study
The results of the analysis may be affected by some of the following problems encountered during

the conduct of the research:

The subject’s inconsistent participation was mainly caused by the sessions being too close

to the end of the semester. The fourth year participants, in particular, were expected to finish their
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graduate project which required a lot of time and energy. Some first year participants also claimed
that they had a lot of homework and that time management was a big problem for them. We
believed that the lack of consistency prevented us from cultivating a higher level of critical thinking
skills in them. Also, the lack of consistency resulted in the number of journal entries submitted by

the participants.

The members of the book club were pre-selected by the research team. We selected subjects
with a medium to high level of proficiency in English as seen from their performance in the courses
they took, the grades they received and other experiential exposures to English such as travelling
abroad. However, it turned out that they still found certain texts too difficult to follow when the
language was unfamiliar to them such as William Faulkner’s 4 Rose for Emily in which the stream-
of-consciousness style of writing was employed. They also found that some short texts such as an
excerpt from Dickens’s Bleak House were short yet very tense and therefore, required more effort
and concentration. This also leads us to another major problem found in Thai students: the lack of
reading habit. The subjects admitted that they hardly read any other types of written texts, let alone
literature. This corresponds with a research report, written by the Ministry of Education (2009:55),
regarding the assessment of Thai educational institutions, that stated that “only 16.3% of Thai

students read regularly.”

As the findings mainly focused on the written journals and questionnaires, the oral
discussions and the in-depth interviews which we believed could yield more effective and fruitful
results were not included. It was an issue of technicality as some files were unintelligible to
transcribe the sound. However, the research team did not find this exclusion of the sound files
problematic as we believed that the discussion during the session could also be biased by a series of
questions led by the researchers and the peer influence on an individual’s point of view. The
subjects’ journals, usually written one or two days after the discussion and the interview, conducted

after the termination of the book club, should produce more authentic results in this aspect.

Data analysis
The method used to analyse the journal entries is content analysis. The first two researchers read
the journals and broke the content into small chunks based on the definitions and key words of six

categories of Bloom’s taxonomy. After that, the third researcher would read to check if he agreed
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upon on the results of the analysis. Negotiation was conducted to recheck if there were some

disagreements.

Results

Levels of subjects’ critical thinking

To answer RQ 1 ‘Based on Bloom’s taxonomy, which levels of thinking do students’ reflections
belong to?’, thirteen journal entries written for six short stories by four subjects were analysed.
Only four out of eleven subjects’ journal entries were scrutinised in detail because they reflected
several categories of critical thinking, while the rest tended to merely summarise the stories briefly.
It should also be noted here that the extracts selected from the subjects’ journals are copied
verbatim as they were written originally by the subjects including the grammar mistakes and typo
mistakes. Table 1 below shows how the students’ reflections were grouped and identified into each
category of thinking levels. It can be seen that that the subjects’ reflections cover almost every
aspect except synthesis level. The subjects obviously could reflect their ideas well in knowledge,
comprehension, and analysis levels; however, not all subjects could do well in application and

evaluation levels.

Table 1: Subjects’ thinking levels

Short Story Subject Thinking Levels
1 2 3 4 5 6
Knowledge Comprehen Application | Analysis Synthesis | Evaluation
sion

1 v v ; ; - v

A Very Short Story 2 v v - v - _
3 v v v - v

2 v v ; v - -

1 - - - v - -

A Telephone Call 2 v v - v - v
3 v v ; v - -

Lamb to the Slaughter | 1 4 v - v - v
4 v v - v - v

The Overcoat 1 4 v v v - v
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The Happy Prince 1 - v v v R v
Bleak House 1 - - - v - -
2 v v ; v - -

To support the findings above, here are the extracts of the subjects’ reflections in each thinking

category.

Category 1: Knowledge (Remembering, memorizing, recognizing, recalling)
Subject 1: The Happy Prince

“Many days passed and Swallow help him as a habitat. The winter came, Swallow
decide to died with happy prince.”

Subject 2: A Telephone Call
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[“This is a story of a person who is waiting for a call from one man. The person’s
mind is occupied with the strong desire for that man to call him/her.”]

Subject 3: Lamb to the Slaughter
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[“The story starts with the portrayal of a housewife who looks after everything in

her house. She is waiting for her husband to come home. When her husband

reaches home, she takes care of him. However, the husband tells her that he is

going to break up with her, giving a reason that it is not convenient for his

work.”]
In this category, all the subjects were able to summarise the plots of the texts. Their journal entries
demonstrated a satisfactory account of recalling the structures of the texts, the sequences of events
and the importance of each character and their roles in the stories. In Subject 1’s entry, the subject
stated the facts of the relationship between the swallow and the prince and the swallow’s decision
at the end of the story. In Subject 2’s entry, the story was clearly summarised and the role of the

female character was directly mentioned. Similarly, Subject 4 recalled the story of a woman whose

husband was going to leave her despite her complete wifely duty.

Category 2: Comprehension (Interpreting, translating from one medium to another, describing in
one’s own words)
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Subject 1: A Happy Prince

“Before he is the statue, he’d never met sorrow. Surely he never met true
happiness.”

Subject 2: A Very Short Story
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[“During the war, it is hard to find happiness. ..... It is therefore not surprising

that they develop a good feeling and have a relationship beyond that of a nurse
and a patient.”]

Subject 3: A Telephone Call
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[“It is like she is under the spell of love. She is so blinded by love that she cannot
see other things. Her mind is occupied with her love for him; she is not really
sure whether he loves her. However, she tries to come up with a sign of his love
for her. She cites the fact that he calls her “darling” two times..... Anyway, it may
be just an empty word and the man may have no feelings for her. However, the
woman still keeps on waiting for his call.”]

Subject 4: Lamb to the Slaughter
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[“I think that this woman rarely meets people; she believes that her husband loves

her so much. As for the husband, he is bored with this woman who repeatedly

takes care of him. So he has another woman and is not responsible for his child

and wife.”]

For the second level of higher thinking, moving beyond the knowledge level, the subjects in
the research exhibit understanding of ideas from the selected short stories provided in the book club
by interpreting, translating from one medium to another, and describing in one’s own words.
Subject 1, for example, after illustrating what was going on in A Happy Prince, further interpreted

that as the prince was alive and had never faced misery, he had surely never realised the real

meaning of happiness. Similarly, instead of simply depicting an account on a couple’s affair during
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the wartime in A Very Short Story, Subject 2 interpreted this kind of relationship as stemming from
an individual need to gain happiness as it was rarely found in the wartime. Subject 4 tried to come
up with the embedded reasons behind the characters’ action in Lamb to the Slaughter, postulating
that the fact that the male character left his wife was quite comprehensible as he was bored with the
constant or even excessive care and attention his wife always paid to him. As for Subject 3, this
participant elaborated his/her comprehension by paraphrasing the story in his/her own words and
simultaneously interpreted that in 4 Telephone Call the dear name the man called the female

protagonist might be just an empty word.

Category 3: Application (Problem solving, applying information to produce some result)
Subject 1: The Happy Prince

“This is the evidence that money can’t buy everything. .... (may be it’s common
for them and in their perspective I think they don’t feel bad as in happy prince’s
perspective.) ...... I think he know too that the families that had been helped may
have problems again like an unstoppable loop but it’s happy when you help
someone right?”

“There’s mottos in this story teach me new things and give me new perspective of
this world.”

In this category, only one subject illustrated the ability to apply information (i.e the moral of
the story) to his/her real life. According to the subject’s journal, it clearly reflected the subject’s
ability to understand the underlying messages of the text which the story was implying. Despite
having a lot of money and power, the prince finally found his true happiness in helping other
people. Having understood this, the subject posed a question relating to his/her life (it’s happy
when you help someone right?) and claimed to have learnt “new things” and “new perspectives of

this world.”

Category 4: Analysis (Subdividing something to show how it is put together, finding the
underlying structure of a communication, identifying motives)

Subject 1: A Telephone Call

“I will call you at five, darling” make me hesitate that what position are they
stand together. She seem very blissful after she hear the word “darling”. ..........
It is not the word that the couple should be so much happy like this. After that,
she wait for the call madly. The evidence has showed by she count “5, 10, 15,...”
rather than “1,2,3...” or her feeling can told us obviously. And why is she insult
herself.. What’s her fault after the man said “I’ll call you at five, darling” nothing
to nervous at all. Nothing weird and unnatural in this sentence except there are
something separate them.
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Subject 2: A Telephone Call
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[“After considering the details, there are many aspects to analyse. From the first
time of reading this story, if we don’t use our own imagination but objectively
analyse what the author wrote, we can see that there is no pronoun to signify the
sex of the person waiting for a call. That person just represents himself/herself
with the pronoun I".” ]

Subject 3: A Very Short Story
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[“People in that time are desperate and look for something to hold on to. If they
have something to hold on to (whether it is a person, a thing, or a place), they will
have motivation to live on.”]
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[“After the war ends, the desire to have something to hold on to is gone because
the idea of death does not weigh on their minds. They both open their hearts and
try new things. They get to know various people. Although they may think of the
past, what is done cannot be undone (the past is the past). It is already gone. They
may remember the past but they will not allow the past to determine their present
lives. That is, after the war, they both have their own paths.”]

Subject 4: Mrs. Jellyby
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[“After the discussion, I feel amazed because I don’t know much about history. I
have not heard about the white man’s mission before. However, I understand that
the author wants to use the single character to represent the bigger idea or
concept.”]
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In this category, all the four subjects were capable of demonstrating their analytical thinking
towards the texts they read. They could identify different motives and pinpoint the underlying ideas
of the texts with strong and concrete evidence such as the analysis of a lexical item in Subject 1’s
entry, the observation of the lack of gender signifier in Subject 2’s, the circumstantial motives of
the two characters in Subject 3’s and the writer’s deployment of metonymy to criticise the society
at large in Subject 4’s. Subject 1 analysed the term “darling” which in a normal context would not
create such a strong feeling to the audience yet in this particular story, the subject could understand
the character’s nervousness and insecurity from her reaction to the cordial term and further
concluded that “there are something separate them.” Reflecting on the same story, Subject 2
pointed out its lack of gender specification in the narrative voice which he/she believed could
change the whole tone and understanding of the text such as if the person waiting for the call were
a man, it could be a story of another kind (such as a story of a father and son). Subject 3 echoed
his/her personal opinion of A Very Short Story through the external factor (i.e. war) which had
influences upon the characters’ decisions and relationships. His/her ability to identify the
characters’ motives was evidently shown. To our surprise, Subject 4 grasped the writer’s technique

of metonymy in attacking British colonialism at large.

Category 5: Synthesis (Creating a unique, original product that may be in verbal form or may be
in physical form)
None of the subjects have written or reflected on this category.

Category 6: Evaluation (making value decision about issues, resolving controversies or
differences of opinions)

Subject 1: Lamb to the Slaughter

“In my opinion, Mary Malony is a good wife. Her husband should love her much. ......
I don’t think she is bad because if his husband doesn’t broke up with her, she will be
looked better by the readers.”

Subject 2: The Overcoat

“First impression and think for this story is that Mrs. Bishop is a pitiful girl but it’s serve
her right because I think she don’t have money because of bridge.”

Subject 3: 4 Very Short Story
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[“It is so common during the war. Love during the war can be real if lovers stay together
and are sincere with each other.”]
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Subject 4: Lamb to the Slaughter
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[“In my opinion, the woman should not have taken care of her husband just to make him
feel unguarded because if she had not always done it this way, her husband would have
recognised her premeditated intention to murder him when she tried to please him.”]

The highest level of higher thinking according to Bloom’s taxonomy, evaluation, was
reflected in the journal entries of the three subjects. They could present and defend their opinions
by making judgments about characters portrayed in the short stories and subject matters revolving
around those stories. To illustrate, subject 1 pondered over the female protagonist’s action in Lamb
to the Slaughter and reached the conclusion that despite her murder of her husband, she was not
really a “bad” person, arguing that when the fact that her husband was trying to leave her was taken
into consideration, her action was quite comprehensible. Different from Subject 1, Subject 4 made
the decision about the controversial topic in Lamb to the Slaughter proposing that the wife was to
blame as she should not have always taken care of her husband to make him feel unguarded and
become unaware of the imminent threat leading to his own death. The ability to make judgments
was also manifested in Subject 3’s journal which maintained that the subject matter of a transient
affair of a couple in 4 Very Short Story was not extraordinary whereas many other readers found
the story rather contradicting to their expectation of a happy ending which is a common practice in

a traditional narrative.

Developing students’ critical thinking skills

To answer RQ2, ‘How will the reading of short stories develop the students’ critical thinking
skills?’, the findings of the book club running show that teachers’ perspectives, interviews, and
questionnaires can prompt and solidify the development of students’ critical thinking. After the
book club sessions were over, the members were individually called in for a questionnaire
completion and an in-depth interview. The results were classified into three main themes as shown

below:

From the researchers’ personal experiences of teaching at a technology institution, we have
found that in order to truly promote our students’ critical thinking, we need to venture out of the
“comfort zone” (relying on science-oriented texts) and be more willing to deploy literary texts in

our teaching despite the literary genre being out of context for our students’ concentration. In using
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short stories to enhance the development, we discovered that leading questions in each session’s
discussion were the most significant component to stimulate not only students’ curiosity but also
their enthusiasm in thinking more profoundly. There were seven stages of questionings conducted
respectively in the book club. They were:
a. Questions regarding overall comprehension: What is the story about? What is the
sequence of events in the story?
b. Questions regarding content and specific details: What is the significance of different
elements of each story: exposure, conflict, denouement and ending?
c. Questions regarding characterisation: How are the characters in a story related? How do
they interact? What are the motivations of their actions? How do they develop as
characters?
d. Questions regarding writing techniques: How do certain particular or taken-for-granted
words contribute to or change the course of the meaning of the text? What do metaphors,
similes or understatements signify and how do they affect your understanding?
e. Questions regarding meanings beyond text: What is the tone of the story? What do you
think is the writer’s intention?
f. Questions regarding application: How does the story relate to your own experience? What
is the moral of the story?
g. Questions regarding evaluation: Do you like the story? Do you agree with the writer?

Would you do the same if you were the character? Why or why not?

The seven stages of questions were created to build up the subjects’ critical thinking in a
more efficient way. Question A is meant to check the subjects’ comprehension of the texts they
read. Question B, C, and D encourage them to examine and analyse certain events, characters and
settings more closely as well as to look carefully for symbols and signs which may have greater
significance to the texts. After going through the previous questions, the researchers used Question
E to let the subjects make informed critical decisions about the tone and the writer’s intention. By
this stage, the subjects already had their arguments to support their alternatives. The last two
questions, F and G, give them an opportunity to interact directly with the texts. The subjects got to
apply what the stories showed them to their real world and evaluate them in a more reliable and

reasonable way.
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Most of the subjects said that they learned from other students. That is, they had chances to listen to
their peers’ comments and opinions. They learned that people could think differently and there
could be different angles in any story. Furthermore, they learned to think contemplatively and at the
same time learn to appreciate the differences in thoughts and opinions of other members. Most
importantly, the subjects came to realise that literary texts, like life itself, yield more than one

conclusion or no conclusion at all, as expressed in ten (out of eleven) questionnaires.

As for self-reflection, one subject quoted a popular saying “read fictional characters and
look at oneself in the mirror.” They agreed that the characters they read about had the same kind of
experiences as any other human beings. The chosen stories feature characters who share the same
stories, feelings, dilemmas, problems and struggles to cope with their lives as all of us. They are
driven by different forces such as their individualistic needs, social expectations as well as their
positions in the society dictated by gender and class. Having stood in the characters’ shoes, the
subjects reflected upon their lives and the conditions attached to them. For example, one subject
compared the characters’ relationship in Lamb to the Slaughter to his/her own and questioned
him/herself whether he/she would kill the man or he/she would cope with his/her problem in a
different way.

Most of the students revealed that when they read short stories, they found that they read
them differently from other types of texts. That is, they had to read and interpret the story. They
could not ignore words and they had to pay attention to details in the stories. They could not just
skim through the text to grasp the main ideas. According to one subject, he/she asserted that
although the literary language was difficult, it was worth it because it was challenging and thought-
provoking. He/she further elaborated that every single word or even a pause between each dialogue
could mean a lot and could represent a far deeper idea than it might appear. In this respect, the
research team agrees that the subjects have developed an awareness of “reading between the lines,”

a necessary tool for the development of critical thinking skills.

Discussion and Conclusion
Literature develops critical thinking and self-reflection
The analysis of the reflective journals shows different levels of critical thinking skills in accordance

with Bloom’s descriptions of taxonomy. The findings demonstrate that all the four subjects can
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successfully reach the first category (knowledge). They could easily recall the synopsis and
remember the characters and their functions in the story. In the second category (comprehension),
all four subjects were able to express their interpretive understanding of the story such as the
characters’ feelings and internal conflicts. In the third category, however, there is only one subject
that conveyed the notion of application. His/her journal reflects an attempt to relate the story to
his/her own experiences in the real world. In the fourth category (analysis), all four subjects
exhibited the ability to understand the underlying structure of the text and identify motives. All
subjects could identify different elements in the story that help create an effect to the reader such as
the fourth subject’s journal that mentions the deployment of Mrs. Jellyby as a representative of the
larger establishment. In the fifth category, none of the subjects achieved the definition of synthesis.
This is explicable as the way the book club was conducted did not leave room for the synthesis
process. We did not have a plan to assign them to do the activity which requires synthesis. The last
category, evaluation, appeared in three subjects. They made informed choices about what was right

and what was wrong.

The self-reflection stage leads the subjects to the development of critical thinking skills. The
subjects were at first startled by the inconclusive nature of literary work. Different from science-
related passages, short stories as well as other genres of literature bear no absolute ultimatum nor
could one final conclusion be attained. The members, who are engineering students, found this kind
of indefinite ending very hard to understand. To initiate the subjects’ critical thinking skills, the
research team applied Fish and Holland’s reception theory. We explicated that reading is an
interaction between the text and the reader; therefore, each reader has his/her own expectations
stemming from his/her existing background knowledge. Like life itself, there cannot be one right
way to read and understand a book and its characters. The subjects were then trained to make an
informed choice with convincing, logical arguments and well-supported evidence found in the
texts. After the first session, the subjects started to get used to the nature of reading short stories

and that allowed the discussion to be smoother.

Literature promotes reading enjoyment

Although developing the subjects’ reading skills was not primarily our research goal, the impact on
enjoyment of reading short stories at the book club was far too great to be ignored. Therefore, the
discussion on how reading short stories could create a reading habit and equip readers with a new

dimension of ‘refined’ vocabulary and expressions is briefly included at this stage.
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All the members mutually agreed that reading short stories brought a lot of benefits to their
reading knowledge and gave them pleasure. All the participants were excited and glad that they had
been introduced to the world of extensive reading. They had opportunities to read well-known short
stories which they normally would not choose to read. They exposed themselves to new words and
language structures because all members of the book club agreed that they acquired a lot of new
‘refined’ vocabulary and expressions through the activity. They explained that after having been
put outside their reading comfort zone (i.e. science/technology-related passages), they had to
struggle to understand the chosen texts because of their lack of exposure, training and familiarity.
However, after the first ten minutes of each session, they felt more confident and satisfied with the
new vocabulary and expression they learnt. Some included the new words in their journal writings,
showing their attempt to put the new words into use. This inspires them to find other short stories to
read in the future. All the participants were excited and glad that they had been introduced to the

world of extensive reading.

Literature needs a bigger space in English classroom teaching
Two big questions regarding this piece of research have arisen in the process of analysing the data
and they are worth considering:

1. “Why should only four students be included in the analysis and the rest left out?”

2. “Does literature truly promote critical thinking when the number of subjects who reflected

with several categories of thinking seems very little?”

The answers are not straightforward yet explanations can be offered. The four students who
were selected demonstrated a variety of their arguments in the written work whereas the rest
seemed to enjoy retelling the synopsis in their journals. The research team decided to include the
four subjects and present their works in this paper in order to show that literature can certainly
make a useful tool to promote and develop critical thinking. We did not intend to disregard the rest
of the participants whose development of thinking skills fell into the first two categories:
knowledge and comprehension. The seven participants were able to summarise the stories and put
them in their own words with further elaboration of certain interesting points. Surely, their
development was explicit enough, considering their engineering backgrounds and their scarce
exposure to literary texts. However, the research team felt that the data presented in this paper
should illustrate what a reader could potentially achieve from reading short stories and the four
subjects make quite a good example. Therefore, to answer Question 2, the research team believes

that literature can be very beneficial for students’ development of critical thinking whether they are
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arts or science students. The number of subjects presented merely exemplifies the different

categories of thinking a reader could accomplish, not a discouraging sign of failure.

We believe that English teachers in Thailand should be more willing to include literature in
their English classrooms. The book club was run for five weeks and the subjects showed their high
potential in thinking more deeply and reasonably. The most important aim of the club was for the
subjects to ‘start thinking’ and not be afraid to ‘share’ their thoughts. In this respect, the research
team found the data of all eleven subjects’ journal entries very satisfactory. It was a good start for
KMUTT. If English teachers make use of literature in their English classrooms in the long run, the

results should be very interesting to see.

Recommendations for future research

From the problems previously stated in the methodology section, the research team became aware
of the possible causes of the problems and different ways to improve the book club in order to
enhance the development of critical thinking skills. First of all, the book club should begin early in
the semester so that the prospective subjects will not feel that it is a burden to their full-time
studies. In addition, due to the limitation in terms of time permitted for each session, a variety of
texts should be used such as poems, short plays and pictures. Furthermore, in order to
accommodate the right level of difficulty, there should be a more concrete way to evaluate the
subjects’ reading abilities and their vocabulary knowledge. Pre-tests may be necessary. Also,
questionnaires should be distributed at two different stages: before and after the session. This will
help the research team detect the development of critical thinking skills in a more tangible way.
Finally, recording the oral discussion should be done to check the consistency of the subjects’
opinions as their viewpoints can be influenced by external factors such as leading questions and
peer arguments. This voice record, along with written evidence, will certainly produce a more

reliable result.
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