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USING CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES AND DISCUSSION IN ESP CLASSROOM TO
BOOST STUDENTS' CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS

Key words: controversial issues, discussion, critical thinking, critical thinking skills, ESP
classroom.

Introduction. Due to the technological advances that have changed lh: way peop;i ‘;I)Iroc‘c:s
flux and glut of information, it has become a maipstrcam to infuse ic 21 C;enn;ry. :as v::?d:
education in general and into teaching ESP 'in parpcu'lar. The latter l;wl(:lvfls-‘ uervz: g?l:l?mg e
range of job-related hard and soft skills, cr.incal thu.lk_mg bemg onetp the “Fo
problem solving, communication, collaboration. creativity and innova ;on: S i e
The nature of critical thinking has been studied by a number of scien S e
foreign, including D. Halpbern, P. Facione. R. Paul, S. qu|n§htaxn. b Ruggllcr:;ioh i c(;ntrloversial’
L. Tkaéhenko, T. Voropai and others. Significant coqtnbutlon tg Ith:e exg o;l ol
issues in the classroom has been made by D..Krlegfi_r. H.h'nka'l ,in.ESP cla;sroom e
R. Levinson etc. However. the issue of stimulating critical t‘| k";%the vl s
controversy has been given little attention so far. In this stucg tvl:’ien l?i(r)lg e
can be used in teaching-learning ESP as an enhancing critic
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Methodology. The paper presents a brief analysis of res-ezo19 R s i

: i 017 ;
and using controversial issues in EFL cla§sroom. During 2h e e
empirical study of some aspects of discussion-based approach oo A g
carried out analysis and our theoretical bac!(grounq al‘ongth\rv(::l ghediscussion. |
Meipaghiion und wlb it ean LS 'c"uc:lu:ll::;k;:%wcd that critical thinking, according to
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; oty orn, 2007, p. 6), 1.e. it can be an efficacions y A
: dcgu"ublc m:‘t:::‘\‘/::y l((: ltil‘\‘ti‘)?:):\:cx(. mm:ytiv.'ll and synthetic thinking " f0/enhance
"'nccml)::';-ic‘ﬂ;lo»s opinion, critical ll)inking 18 0 highcrum‘(lcr lhmkir‘lgwhic‘h relies on inforn
a conscious perception of the own ||1l¢l:llc§:|||znl xlnclwuy ;m.d !hc ilf:ll.\'ll_v ol othery (T)a
p. 35) Thus, development of cnlwgl lh!nklng skills involves nnpugvmg slqdcm_q' abiliy
academic and job-related information from both logical and their OWn point of vieyw,
could apply the obtained results to bﬂh standard and non-standard situntions and prg
uments and make independent decisions (lshl?uk, & l)zhydxhonln, 2018, p. 113),
Noteworthy is the fact that critical thinking does not lmply‘criticizing other people!
opinions. Both teacher and sludcntg must havc a clear ur.xdlcrslnndmg ol what critical thinking un;
criticism are. The former is about identifying and examining assumptions and bioses aboy som,
ideas, with further giving reasons and evidence for or ngqmst the .ndcu. ((‘lrilicism, in its turn, g (lhmlcl
finding fault with a person or an idea rather than agreeing or q::fxlgrcclng with an argumeny, |q is
driven by emotion whilst critical thinking involves judgment justified with reasons and evidence,

ESP classroom provides vast opportunities for learners to stimulate critical thinking anq
reasoning. Activities may include mind mapping, gencrating WHAT? WHY? HOW? questions on
atopic (e.g. What is a team? What makes a team cfficient? Why 1o work in a team? g, fo
overcome cross-cultural differences in a team? How to work in virtual teams?), having students
involved in instructional activities mediated by blogs, engaging students in project work, discussing
controversial issues etc.

The latter seem to be of particular importance in teaching ESP to international economics
students because they might help them communicate efficiently in the multicultural environment.

Controversial issues are regarded as providing the best opportunity to get students involved
in discussion, thus enhancing their language and higher order thinking skills as well as fostering
discussion. Discussions involve expressing one’s own point of view and dealing with those one
might disagree with. However, it is insufficient to articulate opinions; participants must be able to
tolerate different opinions and respond to them with respect and dignity. Through discussions,
students can acquire social, spiritual, moral, cultural skills along with listening, comprehension,
distinguishing between fact and opinion, handling conflict, critical thinking skills, problem-solving,
which are crucial for their careers in the international arena.

When debating, Icarners develop empathy and a willingness to perceive and understand the
interests, beliefs, and viewpoints of others. Moreover, according to D. Krieger, “debate is
an excellent activity for language learning because it engages students in a variety of
cognitive and linguistic ways. In addition to providing meaningful listening, speaking and
writing  practice, debate is also highly effective for developing argumentation skills for
persuasive speech and writing” (Krieger, 2005).

In ESP classroom, discussions can take place at different stages of the lesson and for
different purposes.

Firstly, by introducing simple but controversial questions at the beginning of the lesson
teacher can reduce students’ fears and anxicties connected with speaking a foreign language.
especially when having students work in small groups. According to the survey of 37 ﬁ}'sl- and
second-year international economics/business students at Vasyl® Stus Donetsk National University.
100% of respondents claimed they felt less stressed when discussing issues in small groups because
the teacher’s role changes: they are not authorities but moderators and facilitators. Examples of the
controversial topics for discussion may be as the following: .

— al job interviews, applicants shouldn't be asked questions about their marital stats.
religion and age;

~ managers are entirely responsible for reducing stress in the workplace;

— men are better bosses than women;

~ women worldwide still face a glass ceiling;

— itis better to work with a homogeneous workforce. ;

When giving evidence for or against ideas, students are told to provi
must logically support the idea and be convincing for every discussant rather
providing it only.

Studepy:
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have a company’s meeting. To participate effectively i : Sk :
arguments, the students had to be well gy, i refan discussion, ic. 10 analyge gng evaluate
by reading authentic materials about managing cross '
Having increased their knowledge of the issue, the

Ing lo identify 1
and find the solution to the problem. " iy the causes of the business downturn

The students had not been assigned any specifi
authentic by nature.

Our study revealed factors fostering discussion: effective

¢ roles for the discussion, thus the task was

: act preparation, job-related topics and
d;verse opnions among participants. A notable feature of the discussion was that the majority of the

stated that it was a challenge to think critically and find logical evidence to support their arguments
but the task itself made them feel excited about the outcome of the discussion.

Conclusion. The present paper aimed to explorc the use of controversial issues and
discussion to enhance critical thinking in ESP classroom. The findings revealed that controversial
issues raise genuine interest in students. Moreover, it was recognized by the participants that regular
discussions improved their social skills through open communication along with critical Athinking
skills. They found it easier to find evidence to support their arguments instead of rcjectmg other
discussants’ opinion. The teacher’s role should shift towards facilitation and moderation. To have
all students engaged, controversial discussions must be well-prepared with topics being related to
students’ future career.
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