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Annotation: the article under consideration deals with the ability and desire of students to think critically and analyze different sources of information while making decisions. The main target of the given article is to find obstacles on the way to critical thinking and look for incentives for students to use such approaches in their academic and professional activities.
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“Learning without thought is labour lost.”

“Every truth has four corners: 

as a teacher I give you one corner, 

and it is for you to find the other three.” 

 Confucius, Chinese philosopher
After listening to an expressive promotional lecture on a new course book in business English named Business Advantage (Cambridge University Press 2011) and looking through the book itself, I was interested in the rubric of critical thinking and analysis which the authors of the book, Michael Handford, Martin Lisboa, Almut Koester and Angella Pitt, emphasized as one of its benefits. I’m convinced that all graduates should develop skills of critical thinking and analysis. 

“Critical thinking, as it pertains to teaching and learning, can be considered an open-minded process of discovery and understanding, analysis and application, synthesis and evaluation.” (3) It sounded so attractive and fascinating and the bright images of hot discussions with irrefutable arguments were emerging in my head. The questions offered for critical analysis in the book itself also seemed thought-provoking: Do you believe that the government should protect certain industries? Why/Why not? Are state monopolies a good or bad thing? (Unit 1) In some companies, the CEO may receive 20 times the pay of the average worker, or possibly much more. Do you think this is fair? (Unit 3) What are the benefits for a company if the technical team takes an interest in sales and the sales team takes the interest in the technical side? (Unit 5)

As you can see the questions are not very specific and don’t require extremely deep knowledge in the sphere of economics, management, marketing etc. They just require from our students majoring in business, economics and international relations some common sense, an ability to use particular information from the unit itself and to complement the given information by some thoughts and ideas from other available sources. And what results did we receive? They were a bit unpredictable to me. 

In majority of cases the students are ready to reproduce the facts given in the unit even if the information is quite complicated, has a lot of new terms and a rather sophisticated structure. But they are not ready to express their own point of view and find the arguments to support it. The problem of language skills is not the main obstacle though we cannot ignore it completely. Yes, the students with lower command of the language have more difficulties. But all the students have problems with expressing themselves, with understanding the information, analyzing and evaluating it. They are easily confused when a teacher or other students express disagreement with their point of view, they are not ready to discuss an issue and look for concessions which can lead to a compromise. 

But what seemed most shocking for me was their reluctance to look for other arguments, to see the issue from other perspectives or simply to acknowledge that other arguments and other perspectives can exist. How can they survive in our multi-cultural and globalised world if they are not open-minded, if they are not ready to understand and accept the variety of scientific concepts, managerial approaches and business structures? They usually stick to the explanation offered in the course book and don’t even try to doubt it, they take everything for granted. 

But sometimes the issues or approaches of the English course books are different from those offered and explained in their textbooks in economic subjects. Such situation leads to a deadlock: what teacher/author to believe more, whose approach is correct if they contradict each other, whose concept to support if they both belong to the greatest scientists or even Nobel Laureates but of different periods of time. These problems are not just the immediate problems of the language learning but those of the teaching and learning in general but they are extremely important for personal development of the students on their way to professional development and proficiency. The students should be aware of a wide variety of sources of information, of various approaches and scientific theories and take them into consideration in their decision-making. And their decisions should be based on deep analysis of all available information.

One more aspect connected with critical analysis in the course book Business Advantage can be of some interest. We all know that the most appealing and most discussed problems are personal ones. In unit 4 we’ve come across such an issue: What problems do you have with your studies and how can the situation be changed? This time majority of problems were predictable, but their sources were always outside the students themselves, someone or something was responsible for their problems and they were just victims of injustice: strict teachers, loads of homework, uncomfortable timetable, financial problems, traffic congestions, overcrowded dormitories and so on. But they were inventive and resourceful in justifying even their laziness. They were sure everybody should do something to facilitate their process of studies except the students themselves. 

And finally, I’d like to comment on lack of personal experience. Our students enter university just after school. They haven’t worked anywhere and in majority of cases they have very vague ideas about doing business, managing companies, making decisions, solving financial and interpersonal problems, branding and corporate social responsibility, etc. Their personal experience is connected mostly with consumption of goods and working in some kinds of teams. So, even advertising and promotion of goods are commented from the point of view of a consumer and not a supplier. The request to a critical analysis exercise usually starts with the words: Imagine you are the managers in … department and have to solve the problem of … The results are usually naïve and simplified. But can they be different? What alternatives can be offered?

· More experienced and consequently much older students who are supposed to have more problems with language learning? 

· More specified tasks with a lot of details which will constrain creativity and critical thinking of inexperienced students? 

· Critical thinking and analysis approach in learning other subjects, not only English which can be decided at the higher level? 

· Being satisfied when students just reproduce the information from the textbook without thinking it over? 

I completely agree that “learning not only draws upon the teacher, but also fellow learners and content in many media” (3). Students nowadays should use a variety of sources available to them, and not only a textbook. They should work in pairs and small groups for their mutual benefit, practicing to be cooperative, convincing, persuasive and tolerant, but not assertive, aggressive, impatient and rude.

The students should demonstrate their knowledge through listing, labeling and identifying the facts and ideas, they should summarize and explain them in their own words, they should be able to compare and contrast the items and apply them to a new situation, they should combine the items to invent something new and finally they should evaluate and recommend their decision and explain their choice. The process will be successful if students feel their own responsibility for their knowledge and competence; and if lecturers in all subjects combine their efforts in an attempt to form highly qualified specialists in their sphere, otherwise, their efforts will be in vain. Critical thinking has led humanity to all its advances in science and technology and will help us to look for better decisions for the problems we are facing nowadays.
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