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The purposes of this study were to 1) investigate through discourse analysis senior students’

Abstract

ability to critically converse about current events in terms of assertive and directive acts, 2) assess whether
senior students feel that they have improved their ability to think critically through discussion of current
events in the English major conversational courses and 3) assess whether senior students feel that they
can overcome power differences through discussion of current events in the English major conversational
courses. The samples of this research were 12 fourth-year English major students from Khon Kaen
University. A participant who was a native speaker was invited to join this to help in the interview
process. The research instruments composed of a questionnaire, interview, video recording and Transana
program. There were seventy one respondents for the questionnaire. The 12 students were divided into
four groups of three people and classified into four levels of English speaking proficiency, ie. advance,
high intermediate, intermediate, and lower intermediate, in order to discuss topics suitable to their
abilities. The interviews were recorded and transcribed using a Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis
Software (CAQDAS) called Transana.

The results from the interviews showed that English major senior students had adequate critical
skills to be able to discuss current events in English and were able to frequently express opinions and
statements in terms of assertive and directive acts. After taking the conversational courses in the senior
year, the students felt that they could improve their critical thinking ability. However, most of the students
would have preferred the conversational courses to have been taught during the first or second year of
university as it would have been more beneficial for them to practice in class and also advantageous when
looking for employment or in the workplace. Moreover, the students felt that through study they had more
confidence when speaking critically with a native speaker, even though they realized that topics relating to
current events were difficult for them to discuss. The courses also helped students express their opinions
and ideas through conversation and were also beneficial to them overcoming any power or social status

differences, in this case, between a native teacher and students.

Introduction Kellner further remarks that the term critical theory

To learn English in order to be able  has also been evoked in the domains of film and

to communicate with other people in different
societies, learners are expected to have sufficient
knowledge about specific contexts. One significant
theory involved in this study is ‘critical theory’.
According to Kellner (n.d.), during the 1960s, critical
and theoretical approaches in disciplines of the
humanities, for example, art history, literary studies,

and cultural studies, began to be broadly applied.

media studies. This theory has brought an emphasis
on the importance of English study and the global
use of English in terms of communication.

When studying English, it is not just to learn
how to speak correctly; speaking with thoughtful
details, or talking critically, is also crucial for
students to practice so that students have contexts

about their community and culture to communicate.



Journal of Education Graduate Studies Research
Khon Kaen University
Vol.6, No.3, Jul. - Sep., 2012

Thus, current event issues can be topics for
students to practice speaking critically in order to
make connections and inform. In other words, the
skill of speaking English is not only speaking with
correct grammar; students should also know how
to speak appropriately and critically on complex
topics so that it is easier to find a good job.
In a Thai classroom, in a practical way, the teaching
style and context should relate to learners’ interests
and satisfy learner’s natural requirements. In the
case of English major, this is a very broad range of
material, so current events discussion can be a useful

tool to motivate students to enjoy studying in class.

Purposes of the Study

1. To investigate through discourse
analysis senior students’ ability to critically
converse about current events in terms of assertive and
directive acts.

2. To assess whether senior students
feel that they have improved their ability to think
critically through discussion of current events in the
English major conversational courses.

3. To assess whether senior students feel
that they can overcome power differences through
discussion of current events in the English major

conversational courses.

Critical Thinking and Critical Discourse

The key term to be discussed in this section
is the notion of critical. Critical theory has become
one of the crucial intellectual trends of both the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries and is relevant
for philosophy, political theory, aesthetics, the study
of modern European literatures and music, ideology,
sociology, psychology and cultural studies (Kellner,
n.d.). During the 1970s, critical theory was expanded

into the area of film and media studies. Smith (1992,
p.124) mentions that three critical considerations
affect people’s thought: a broad understanding of
what situations are being thought about, manage-
ment to think about those situations, and authority
to do so. Naturally, everyone can think of anything
in various ways, depending on what matters. Yet
people with critical thought can produce detailed

ideas about certain subject.

Discourse Analysis and Critical Discourse Analysis
The term discourse is used in a number
of different ways by different linguists. For some
linguists, discourse refers to a language in action
whilst a text is the written version gathered from
conversation (Gee, 2005). The term of discourse
refers to the perceiving of the communication in
context. As Gee (2005) points out, discourse is the
spoken and written text by which an individual
describes a situation during their communication.
Discourse analysis refers to the study of language
that is used in each context. The contexts cover all
written forms and spoken forms from conversation.
The way people think and their perspective can be
retrieved from their conversation (Wood, 2000).
Development of discourse analysis is critical
discourse analysis (CDA). Wooffitt (2005) states that
CDA is analysis beyond the linguistic method which
connects linguistic factors to broader contexts of
social, political and economic features. Wooffitt
further claims that the core of a way to analyze
people’s conversation must describe how to understand
the language, which covers both social and political
circumstances (p.145). Since these aspects are also
counted as a part of CDA study, there are consequently
many studies about CDA and different focuses on

various areas, for example gender inequality, media



discourse and political discourse (Van Dijk, 1995).
Such discourses generally involve issues of power,
which is reviewed in the next section.

In this research, critical discourse analysis
is essential throughout the process of analyzing
the data. It is used to discover the ability of senior
English major students to speak critically about
current event issues, so the analysis of discourse
is one of the significant parts of the research
methodology which covers the process of selecting
and collecting written texts, tape recording, and
transcribing, and then read and/or listen

systematically (Johnstone, 2000).

Critical Thinking and Cognitive Skills

Bloom’s investigation of the cognitive
domain plays a significant role for this research
study as a tool in the methodological process.
During 1990, a former student of Bloom made
some changes to Bloom’s Taxonomy (Forehand,
2005) because of perceived limitations and
weaknesses. The significant weakness of the Original
Taxonomy is the assumption of cognitive processes
which should be based on a single dimension and
can not overlap (Anderson et al, 2001 cited in
Amer 2006). Thus, the names of the six categories
used to be nouns, Knowledge, Comprehension,
Application, Analysis, Synthesis, and Evaluation, but
they were changed to a verb form and the levels
slightly rearranged in order to reflect the progress of
thinking more (Khattiyaman & Piyapimolsit, 2006).
‘Knowledge’ has been changed to ‘Remembering’
because ‘Knowledge’ performs a result of thought
while ‘Remembering’ elaborates a thinking process
which is more practical (Khattiyaman & Piyapimolsit,
2006). The revised taxonomy of the cognitive
domain is Remembering, Understanding, Applying,
Analyzing, Evaluating and Creating.
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Thai Social Thought and the University Curriculum
There are not many chances for students to
share ideas about current events in Thailand. Hence,
to practice more, the ability to explore Thai society
in the English language should be developed in
all English major students. However, speaking and
thinking critically are not simple tasks, and not all
students may be able to perform these functions
naturally. Discourse topics, together with patterns of
critical thinking and critical discourse, for example
Bloom’s Taxonomy, have been identified so that we
can distinguish which students have that ability and
to what extent (as cited in Forehand, 2005).
Because of the importance of Thai
social studies to an only educated Thai wishing to
converse with foreigners, which the course 400100
provides in terms of basic information for English
major students, the curriculum in the English
major has developed areas in courses that partially
discuss current events. These courses are 411331
(English Conversation and Discussion 1), 411430
(English Conversation and Discussion 2) and 411431
(English Conversation and Discussion 3). This means
that students, especially fourth year students, have
chances to practice speaking skills through discussing
current events. According to the course coordinator
for 411331 and 411431, it is important for university
students to discuss and share their ideas about
current issues (Draper, 2009). It is suggested that
the discussion will be very beneficial for them to
improve their speaking skills because they can talk
about the details of current events, such as the Red
shirt protesters and terrorism in the South. The
coordinator further stated that it is important for
students to know how foreigners and expats feel
towards the current situations in Thailand. Also, the

coordinator (2009) noted that if students are able
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to discuss and give some advice to tourists who
are visiting or planning to visit Thailand, what they
are likely to say about these events must reveal a
critical level of understanding or it will be seen as

simplified and mistrusted.

Power and Social Distance

In this research, power is focused on as it
is mentioned in the research question on if English
major senior students feel that they can overcome
power differences. Power can be discussed in
politics, which means the authority of politician
(Mulder, 2000). Yet the domains of sociology and
anthropology are focused on here. However, the
social power of groups is one brand of a power
that is of most critical work on discourse (Van
Dijk, cited in Schiffrin, Tannen & Hamilton, 2003).
This means social power is also one of the main
factors to be discussed in critical discourse study.
Van Dijk (1995) remarks that types of power can
be distinguished by various aspects, for instance,
force, money, knowledge, information and authority.
Thus, discourse analysis and critical discourse
analysis in a particular subject is used in the present
research, which is to investigate the ability of senior
English major students in speaking critically on
current event issues as well as to find out whether
senior students feel that they can overcome power
differences through discussion of current events
in the English major conversational courses. When
power differences are present in communication,
it is inevitable that this factor significantly affects

ability in speaking critically.

Research methodology
The population of this study comprises

12 fourth-year English major students from Khon

Kaen University. The students will be invited to
discuss current event issues. The participants will be
randomly ordered and each of the twelve selected
students will be having a ten-minute interview with
a native speaker according to the ranged topic. The
topics, of current events from April 2009 - May
2010, are provided in the following list:

- The Thai border

- The Drugs in Thailand

- The Red shirts and Thaksin

- The Insurrection in the South of Thailand

The study was also conducted and data
collected by using a questionnaire, interview and
video recording for the purpose of discourse
analysis. Meanwhile, class observation is an option
and can be done prior to all the processes. Video
recording will be done during the discussion and
will be transcribed using the Transana program.
A Rubric for assessing ability to critically speak
about current events was designed to collect data,
and is for a native speaker to score the performance

for each student.

Result of the Study

This section represents the findings of the
study which are from the analysis approach to the
research instruments: questionnaire, interview, video
recording. It concludes according to the purpose of
the study as to investigate and answer the research
questions as follow.

1. To what extent can English major
senior students talk critically about current events
in English in terms of assertive and directive acts?

The findings indicate the ability of
students in speaking critically on current event

topics in terms of both assertive and directive acts.



The assertive act is how a student can talk about
what is happening, whereas, a directive act focuses
on suggestions or advice (Vanderveken & Kubo,
2002). The results in terms of assertive and directive
acts were collected from both questionnaires and
interview. To answer this question, the analysis was
conducted and divided into three dimensions: the
questionnaire, the interview and the rubric score
results.

1) Questionnaires concerning assertive
and directive acts.

In the questionnaire, there were
many questions focusing on different prospects. To
answer this research question, particular questions
were analyzed. From the 5 scale-point of rating of
level of capability in speaking critically, viz. very
poor, poor, neither poor nor good, good and very
good, it appeared that most students considered that
their skills of critical speaking were ‘neither poor
nor good’. However, the study investigated further
by conducting a questionnaire asking what reasons
the students talk critically in terms of assertive and
directive acts. The summary of reasons for speaking
critically with a foreigner are 21 out of 123 (total
number of frequency) ‘to give information/facts
about a topic’, 11 ‘to advise or suggest what to
do’ and 32 ‘to describe what is happening’. These
findings suggest that the students have a tendency
to talk critically with a foreigner in terms of both
assertive acts, giving information and directive acts,
and advising or suggesting what to do. The English
major senior students seem to be able to talk criti-
cally about current events in English in terms of
assertive acts more than directive acts according to
the results. The findings are relatively similar to their
actual performance illustrated on the transcription

during the interview.
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2) Analysis of speech acts from the
transcriptions

The capability of students to speak
critically on current event topics can be presented
from the summary of speech acts as collected by
interviews. After the interviews and recording were
transcribed in order to input them to the Transana
program, the tags of speech acts were identified
and counted. The criteria used as the classification
items in Bloom’s Taxonomy, viz. remembering,
understanding, applying, analyzing, evaluating and
creating, examined the ability of the students to
critically talk about current events. The frequency
of speech acts related to this matter may show the
students’ ability, which are 513 of total speech acts.
The percentage of ‘remembering’ is apparently high,
34.0% and ‘creating’ is next at 15.6%. These two
items are considered to be related to an assertive
act, giving information and directive act, giving
suggestions or advice.

The numbers of speech acttags
concerning the assertive act meaning can describe
the students’ speaking critically in terms of assertive
and directive acts. The total frequency in the
Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy emphasizing the assertive
and directive act are coincident the same number
at 16.7% which may show the students’ ability
to moderately give information and suggestions
through the topics of current events. Thus, according
to the findings, the senior English major students
possessed little critical speaking skill about current
events in English in terms of assertive and directive
acts.

3) Rubric scores

The results of the rubric scores,

3-adequate and frequents level, suggest that,

through the interview, English major senior students
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possessed adequate critical skill to talk about current
events in English and frequently express their
statements in terms of assertive and directive acts.

2. To what extent do senior students
feel that they can improve their ability to think
critically through their English major conversational
courses?

The conversational courses, 411331,
411430 and 411431, and the subject of critical
thinking are introduced to English major students
when they reach their third year according to the
curriculum of English language department at the
Faculty of Humanity and Social Science at Khon
Kaen University. The results of the research from
the questionnaire found the students feel that
the courses have enhanced their ability to think
critically because most of them had never learnt
about it before. The answers to the questions in
the questionnaire from seventy one respondents
involved the attitude to speaking critically on
current events, the students’ ability in speaking
critically, what year should be the most suitable to
study speaking critically, what circumstances they
most speak critically, what should be the situation
in speaking critically with a foreigner, and whether
or not the courses 411331, 411430 and 411431 can
improve critical thinking skill.

The results show that 38.0% of students
stated that they like speaking critically about current
events, whereas 32.4% of students disliked it. Since
25.4% of students really liked it compared to 2.8%
of students really disliked it, it can be said that the
most students appeared to be willing to learn about
speaking critically on current issues because it is a
challenging subject and useful for them in the future.
But, the small number of students who disliked

this subject provided reasons that it is difficult,

sensitive and boring to talk critically about current
events. The outcome of the most frequent attitude
towards speaking critically on current events is
similar to the most frequent-level ability for speaking
critically; the most frequent attitude represents quite
low whereas the most frequent-level ability was
in moderate level. So, this can be related and to
answer the first research question about how well
the students can talk critically about current events,
which mean their ability is in low to moderate level.
The conversational courses that include critical
thinking are currently taught in the third and
fourth year. Since most students like to learn
how to speak critically, as the results showed
previously, it appears that the highest percentage of
students, 32.4%, would like to have these courses
begin in the second year of university, and the next
highest percentage for third year, 31.0% is not much
different. It can be concluded that most students
realize how important these courses are and would
welcome it if the courses were introduced in an
earlier year. The percentage of 23.3% implies that
students consider the workplace is the most frequent
setting for speaking critically. Other settings are in
the classroom, 20.2%, at job interviews, 19.0% and
with foreign friends, 17.8%. It can be concluded from
the collected data that the volunteer students who
were fourth year English major students and had
already taken the conversational courses felt that
their ability to speak critically had been improved.
3. To what extent do senior students feel
that they can overcome power differences through
their English major conversational courses?
1) Results from Questionnaires
The answer to this research question
derives from the analysis of the question in the

questionnaire asking about the confidence in



speaking critically with a native speaker and the
analysis of the frequency of speech act concerning
hesitation together with the video observation
during conversations. The seventy one respondents
on the questionnaire stated that, after studying
conversational courses, they possessed more
confidence in speaking critically with a native
speaker. When the students were asked about
how they felt before studying, 11.3% students felt
moderately confident to critically speak with a
native speaker. But the percentages obviously
increased after taking the courses, to 47.9% of
students. Similarly to the feeling of ‘a lot of confidence’,
before studying, 2.8% of students felt that they
had a lot of confidence to speak critically with a
native speaker. After the courses, the percentages
raised to 26.8%. This indicates that most students
felt more confident to discuss current event topic
critically with a native speaker after taking the
conversational courses.

In conclusion, most of the students
would have preferred the conversational courses to
have been taught during the first or second year of
university as it would have been more beneficial
for them to practice in class and also advantageous
when looking for employment or in the workplace.
Moreover, the students felt that through study they
had more confidence when speaking critically with
a native speaker, even though they realized that
topics relating to current events were difficult for
them to discuss. The courses also helped students
express their opinions and ideas through conversation
and were also beneficial to them overcoming any
power or social status differences, in this case,

between a student and a native English teacher.
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2) Results from Interviews

A summary of speech acts focusing
on hesitation shows that during the conversation,
the students made utterances to express hesitation
at 69.0% of the total speech acts. In this study,
hesitations, for example ‘erm’, ‘er’ and ‘well’, are
considered to be filled pauses. According to Rose
(1998), filled pauses can be helpful for a speaker in
managing a conversational flow, which can mean
an ability on the part of the students to overcome
anxiety when discussing current event topics
critically with a native teacher.

The analysis from the videos and
transcriptions is a part of the research methodology.
Its outcome implies that most students preferred
to use filled pauses in order to assist them to make

a flow speech.

Example 8 : Filled pauses and other utterance
showing hesitation

NS:  If you were Prime minister Abhisit,

how would you solve the problem?

NNS: Erm (FP) actually (EF) erm (FP) I

think (GO) the first one we have to

to (RW) change. It it (RW) might

(EP) be difficult for us to to (RW)

do right, to change the mind of the

population in our country that erm

(FP) money is not the thing that we

we (RW) erm (FP) we pay attention

to. We have to erm (FP) to to (RW)

erm (FP) just like (GE) a to to (RW)

take more attention to other thing,

like (GE) erm (FP) our happiness

come from erm (FP) how to call

(ST) erm (FP) ordinary living, just

like (GE) er (FP) our His Majesty,
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erm (FP) the King erm (FP) told us
to to (RW) do erm (FP) sufficiency
economy right (UN).
Key:  FP = Filled pauses

GO = Giving opinion

EP = Expressing probability

EF = Expressing fact

RW = Repeating word

GE = Giving example

ST = Self talking

UN = Uninterpretable

During the conversation, as in the above
example, the students often delivered filled pauses,
for instance, ‘erm’ as well as other utterances,
such as repeating words and self talking, to
utilize the speech flow being used. Moreover, the
interviews showed that English major senior students
possessed adequate critical skills to be able to discuss
current events in English and were able to frequently
express opinions and statements in terms of
assertive and directive acts. After taking the
conversational courses in the two senior years, the
students felt that they could improve their ability
to think critically.

However, apart from the effectiveness
of conversational courses in improving students’
confidence in speaking critically, a question in
the questionnaire can be analyzed as to whether
the students feel that they can overcome power
differences with a native speaker. Most students
felt that their confidence shifted from low to
moderate on overcome power difference after
studying conversational course.

To sum up, for this research purpose,
assessing whether senior students feel that they

can overcome power differences through dis-

cussion of current events in the English major
conversational courses employed three data sources,
viz. the questionnaire asking about confidence in
speaking critically with a native speaker, a list of
topics from most difficult to most easy and the
frequency of the hesitations from the transcriptions
of the interviews. The summary of the findings
prove that students feel that through study they
have more confidence when speaking critically
with a native speaker, even though they feel that
topics concerning current events are difficult for
them to discuss. The conversational courses are also
beneficial in helping students express their opinions
and ideas through conversation and in overcoming

any power differences.

Conclusion

The results from the rubric scores on
interviews showed that senior English major
students possessed adequate critical skills to be
able to discuss current events in English and were
able to frequently express opinions and statements
in terms of both assertive acts, ideas to show
what is happening in the world at the moment,
and directive acts, suggestions for someone to do
something. Meanwhile, the criteria being used as
the classification levels in Bloom’s Taxonomy, viz.,
remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing,
evaluating and creating, examined the ability of
the students to critically talk about current events
(Forehand, 2005). From the interview, four out of
12 students were able to answer and to give ideas
about the current event topics in terms of both
assertive and directive acts. The other eight students
possessed lower skills. The average mean at 16.7%
for total utterances (Table 10) indicates that the
ability to speak critically about current event topics

was reasonably low.



After taking the conversational courses in
the senior year, questionnaire results indicate that
48 out of 71 students (67.6%) felt that they had
improved their ability to think critically a lot. This
result agreed with the findings of Norton (2008) that
advanced-level students can improve their critical
thinking skills through a discourse analysis teaching
methodology and be able to discuss cultural issues.
However, 23 out of 71 students (32.4%) would
have preferred the conversational courses to have
been started to be taught during the second year
of university as it would have been more beneficial
for them to practice in class and also advantageous
when looking for employment or in the workplace
in the future.

Moreover, the change in perception of
the students 8 out of 71 (11.3%) to 34 out of 71
students (47.9%) as regards expressing a moderate
degree of confidence before and after studying
the conversational courses explains that, through
study, they had more confidence when speaking
critically with a native speaker, even though they
realized that topics relating to current events were
difficult for them to discuss. The courses also
appeared to help the majority of students express their
opinions and ideas through conversation and were also
apparently beneficial to them in overcoming any
power or social status differences, in this case,
between a native teacher and students.

However, the rubric scores from the
interview and informal interview observation
indicate that one of twelve students obviously
had poor skills of thinking and speaking critically,
and was struggling to answer the questions.
The student was unable to deliver English words
properly and naturally. Even though he/she seemed to

understand the questions, his/her answer did not
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relate directly to the topic. A lot of hesitations,
filling pauses and word repetitions were used (see
Appendix L) as well as gestures. The interview
setting could also be one of the reasons for extreme
anxiety. Both raters, an interviewer or a native
speaker and a researcher, agree that this particular
student appears to be unable to communicate with

critical thinking and speaking skills.

Recommendations for Further Study

1. General recommendations for further
study

The study should be conducted with

a higher number of students such as the whole
regular population, in order to provide more
accurate results. To be more precise on the
investigation of the improvement, an interview
of first year students can be done, perhaps in
a longitudinal study, in order to compare the ability
of these groups. During the video recording, the
native English interviewer and the student should
sit in a more relaxed setting. In the methodology,
students sat behind a desk to answer questions,
which could make students nervous about being
in a video.

2. Specific recommendations for course
improvement

Further research should be conducted

upon the pre and post data collection or to compare
the first or second year student and fourth year
student to see the difference of improvement more
clearly. A similar course to 411331, conversational
course, to emphasize conversation and discussion
should be added in the third year. Meanwhile,
it could be beneficial to introduce basic critical
thinking in the first year of the English major.
A study could be conducted with other topics
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for discussion, for example popular culture, to
determine a baseline using easy topics. Further
study can be conducted in other productive skills,
for example, critical thinking on current event
issues through writing. Moreover, the results
of the study can be helpful for the university

curriculum concerning Thai social thought.

According to the interview with Ajarn Somjai Pinla in
April 2010, the Thai social studies course is included as
a compulsory subject for all first year students, but
no similar course is taught in English, especially
for the English major. Such a course may include
entry-level exercises including critical thinking and

critical speaking.

References

Amer, A. (2006). Reflections on Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy. Retrieved May 17, 2010, from http://
www.investigacion-psicopedagogica.org/revista/articulos/8/english/Art_8_94.pdf

Draper, J. (2009). Personal communication. September 28™.

Forehand, M. (2005). Bloom’s taxonomy: Original and revised. Retrieved February 14, 2010, from
http://projects.coe.uga.edu/epltt/index.php?title=Bloom%27 s_ Taxonomy

Gee, J. P. (2005). An introduction to discourse analysis theory and method. 2™ ed. Oxon: Routledge.

Johnstone, B. (2000). Qualitative methods in sociolinguistics. New York: Oxford University Press, Inc.

Kellner, D. (n.d.). Critical theory. Retrieved October 11, 2008, from http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/faculty/
kellner/essays/ criticaltheory.pdf

Khattiyaman, W., & Piyapimolsit, C. (2006). Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy. Retrieved May 17, 2010, from
http://www.watpon.com/Elearning/bloom.pdf -

Mulder, N. (2000). Inside Thai society. Chaiang Mai: Silkworm Books.

Smith, F. (1992). To think in language, learning and education. London: Biddles Ltd.

Vanderveken, D., & Kubo, S. (2002). Essays in speech act theory. Philadelphia: John Benjamins B. V.
Van Dijk, T. A. (1995). Aims of critical discourse analysis. Retrieved December 24, 2009, from http://
www.discourses.org/Old Articles/ Aims%200f%20Critical %20Discourse%20Analysis.pdf

Van Dijk, T. A. (2003). Critical discourse analysis. In Schiffrin, D., Tannen, D., &

Hamilton, The handbook of discourse analysis. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.

Wood, L. A. (2000). Doing discourse analysis, methods for studying action in talk and text. California:
Sage Publications, Inc.

Wooffitt, R. (2005). Conversation analysis and discourse analysis: A comparative and critical

introduction. London: Sage Publications Ltd.



