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Language Skills and Critical Thinking
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There is a popular myth in many Western countries
that Asian people - including Japanese people - are
poorer at critical thinking compared to Western
people. Those who believe this myth provide various
reasons that include the structure of Asian languages
(which they say can be somewhat limiting for critical
thinking use) and that many Asian cultures do not
encourage critical thought. As far as | know, there is
no robust evidence to support the belief and those
reasons.

In reality, Asian people are just as capable of critical
thinking as Western people. Our own published
research findings indicate this. For example, we found
no difference in reported critical thinking use between
Japanese students and New Zealand (Western)
students. Also, when we interviewed university
students in Japan and in New Zealand, we found that
their views about “good thinking skills”, including
critical thinking, were very similar.

So, why does the myth exist about Asian people
being poorer in critical thinking? The most likely
reason is to do with language proficiency - in other
words, how good a person is in using a language. Most
studies that have reported differences between Asian
and Western students’ critical thinking performance
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had been undertaken in Western universities, like in
the US or Australia. The Asian students in those
studies were usually international or new immigrant
students, for whom English was a second language.
And in those studies, the critical thinking task had to
be done in the English language, which the Asian
students were not as proficient in compared to their
native English speaker classmates. A number of other
studies have shown that when a person has to use a
second language to undertake a task, they usually do
not perform that task very well. The reason is that
using the second language (in which they are not as
proficient) uses up a lot of brain resources. Therefore,
little or no brain resources remain for doing the task
itself, such as thinking critically about something.

In our own research, we have found that Japanese
students perform critical thinking tasks much better in
Japanese compared to English. More recently, we
have also found evidence that language proficiency —
in both Japanese and English - is related to students’
critical thinking performance. In other words, the
better students are in using a language, the better
they are in showing critical thinking in the work they
produce in that language. So, this suggests that
language skills are really important for critical thinking.
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