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CRITICAL THINKING AS A PREMISE
FOR THE INTERCULTURAL
COMPETENCE DEVELOPMENT

A.V. Soboleva, A.J. Lomakina

Abstract. The intercultural orientation of education at the present stage is dic-
tated by the objective conditions of the socio-economic and political context
of the current century. Intercultural communicative competence is one of the
main aspects of professional competence of a specialist. The intercultural ori-
entation of language education is embodied in the objectives of the modern
stage of development of the theory of teaching foreign languages. Language
today is considered as a special tool for creating and interpreting the “image
of the world”, which provides the opportunity to “penetrate” into world cul-
ture, as well as the individual’s awareness of their national and cultural identi-
ty, which in turn contributes to the formation and socialization of the student’s
personality. Such an understanding of the language, as well as the specificity
of intercultural communication leads to the need to consider intercultural in-
teraction from the perspective of mental processes. It is thinking that, being
the highest stage of human knowledge, allows one to gain knowledge about
such objects, properties and relations of the surrounding world that cannot be
directly perceived through sensory perception. Thinking is an integral part and
a special object of self-consciousness of a person, the structure of which in-
cludes understanding oneself as a subject of thinking, differentiation of “one's
own” and “other’s” thoughts, awareness of an unresolved problem as one’s
own, awareness of one’s attitude to the problem. Critical thinking involves
performing certain mental operations along with affective personality parame-
ters. An analysis of intercultural communication from the perspective of cog-
nitive personality parameters allows us to conclude that these parameters cor-
relate with cognitive processes that form the essence of critical thinking and
state the need for their interconnected development in the process of forming
students' intercultural competence.
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Introduction

Intercultural communication is a very ancient phenomenon, which ap-
peared along with the formation of different cultures. With the development
of mankind, the number of cultural exchanges increased, different peoples
increasingly interacted with each other. Consequently, it became necessary
to study other cultures. Nowadays, under the influence of globalization pro-
cesses, intercultural interaction has become an integral part of the life of
modern society. Today, integration processes have reached unprecedented
proportions in almost all fields of life - international corporations are being
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created, the field of tourism is developing, migration processes are intensify-
ing. It is obvious that there is a desire for closer cooperation between coun-
tries, for the deployment and deepening of international contacts.

However, even in the context of numerous integration and globaliza-
tion processes, the modern diversity of cultures is not unified. Therefore, the
study of the basics of intercultural interaction is necessary for every member
of a modern society. Knowledge of the principles of intercultural interaction,
understanding of its essence and features is important for both professional
and personal development. Having at least a partial understanding of differ-
ent cultures and understanding the differences between them, a person gets
the idea of himself as a representative of one of these cultures, the nature and
characteristics of this culture and its place in the world.

Such conditions require a personality capable of intercultural commu-
nication. The ability to carry out professional communication in foreign lan-
guages has become a necessity and one of the most demanded professional
competencies which are required in the modern labor market. A professional
communicant should be able to manage communication and overcome pos-
sible communication barriers, which can often complicate or impede the
process of communication. It should be understood that communication is a
complex process involving various aspects of the subjectivity of its partici-
pants.

Thus, linguistic education today is focused on intercultural communi-
cation, which is reflected in aims and objectives of the modern theory of for-
eign language teaching [1]. Language today is considered a special tool for
the creation and interpretation of the “image of the world”, which provides
an opportunity to “penetrate” into the world culture, as well as for building
individual's awareness of their national and cultural affiliation, which in turn
contributes to the formation and socialization of the student's personality.
Therefore, modern foreign language teaching programs should be oriented
towards developing the ability of learners to perceive and process foreign
communication constructions, taking into account the specific situation of
communication, the speech task and communicative intention, which re-
quires the development of student's communicative and cultural experience.
The paper aims to prove that the development of intercultural competence
skills should be based on the development of critical thinking skills, which to
a great extend overlap and contribute to each other.

Intercultural competence and thinking
In the publications of Russian and foreign researchers there are differ-

ent interpretations of the intercultural communicative competence concept,
namely:
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- the ability that allows a person to go beyond his own culture and ac-
quire the quality of a mediator of cultures without losing his own cultural
identity [2];

- a set of background knowledge and the ability of their adequate ap-
plication in a certain context on the basis of comparison of two or more cul-
tures [3];

- a set of knowledge, skills and abilities by means of which an indi-
vidual can successfully communicate with partners from other cultures both
at the casual and professional levels [4];

- the ability to understand the situation, to acquire knowledge about
the values and morals of another culture, as well as a certain potential for
behavior in accordance with the values and morals adopted in the country of
the studied foreign language [5].

Generally we see that the development of intercultural competence is
aimed at the formation of an ability to communicate with the representatives
of other cultures, using appropriate vocabulary in different contexts, as well
as to understand the place and role of culture in the communication process.
However the success of communication is also influenced by the nature of
information that can be presented in speech explicitly or implicitly. To fully
understand what he heard, the communicant needs to make certain conclu-
sions in the process of statement perception. Let’s consider, for example, the
following short text: “Matt inherited a large amount of money. Berta loves
diamonds and furs. Bertha was married to Matt”. The text contains little ac-
tual information, but readers will likely conclude that Bertha married Matt
for money and will now spend it on diamonds and furs, although such an
interpretation may prove to be erroneous. Any message requires the address-
ee to fill in the gaps between the items of information in order to understand
the implied meaning. That is why psychologists compare the process of mas-
tering knowledge with the construction, in which new information is com-
bined with what is already known to the recipient and the addressee. Ameri-
can psychologist Bruner gave a brief definition of thinking: “Going beyond
the limits of available information”. Understanding implicitness in speech by
inference is the best example to support this definition [6].

Thinking is the highest level of human cognition; it allows you to get
knowledge about such objects, properties and relationships of the world that
cannot be directly perceived by sensory perception. Thinking is an integral
part and a special object of person’s self-consciousness, which includes the
understanding of oneself as a subject of thinking, differentiation of “one's”
and “other's” thoughts, awareness of the unsolved problem as one's own,
awareness of one's attitude to the problem. One of the essential features of
thinking is its unity with speech. Thinking is not “connected” with language,
but expressed in it. Almost every word in a language is a concept and, mas-
tering the language, a person thereby acquires the experience gained by
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many generations of people. Reflection of the most significant connections
and relations between objects and phenomena of reality by thinking is also
usually done in linguistic forms.

Thinking process begins with the appearance of any problem and is
always aimed at solving that problem. The development of thinking contrib-
utes to the full mastery of a foreign language and understanding culture, as a
student is involved in the learning process and is an active participant who
seeks to show his vision of a problem. Along with the thinking process, the
skills of acquiring foreign languages are developed, as students must not on-
ly express their thoughts creatively, show their understanding, share their
thoughts, argue, but also be able to produce speech in a foreign language.
Students not only listen, speak, read or write, they “absorb” the necessary
material. Information becomes not a passive knowledge, but an active part of
it. It is necessary for students to be sensitive to the language and culture they
are learning, to strive to understand it and use it thoughtfully, accurately and
clearly. Intercultural competence always involves the process of critical
thinking as one of the main item.

Critical thinking

Critical thinking as an issue of the modern Russian education is quite
relevant, since the traditional paradigm of education that has been preserved
until recently was aimed primarily at transferring to students the conclusions
of science by reporting facts, laws, principles and rules. Now there is a need
to teach students to discover these principles and rules independently, i.e. to
teach methods and ways of solving problems. In this respect critical thinking
is recognized as an important competence for students to acquire in academ-
ic language.

In the XXI century, the concept of “critical thinking” has gained con-
siderable interest of many researchers. Researchers have posed different def-
initions of the term “critical thinking”, but they are all quite close in mean-
ing. Thus Richard L. Elder & W. Paul defines critical thinking as disci-
plined, self-directed thinking that illustrates improvements in thought that
are appropriate to a specific way or area of thought [7]. Diana Halpern de-
fines critical thinking as the use of cognitive techniques or strategies that
increase the probability of achieving the desired outcome. All these defini-
tions imply mental activity, which should be directed to solving a specific
cognitive task [6].

Critical thinking is often mistaken for such thought processes as re-
membering, understanding, and intuitive thinking. It is important to under-
stand that, despite the importance of memory development, memory is not
thinking. The development of intelligence is more connected not with the
exploitation of memory, but with the development of independent thinking.
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Understanding is just one of the preconditions of critical thinking. D. Kluster
identifies five aspects that distinguish critical thinking [8]:

1. Critical thinking is independent thinking.

2. Information is the starting point, not the end point of critical thinking.

3. Critical thinking begins with asking questions and understanding
the problems that need to be solved.

4. Critical thinking aimed at making a compelling argument.

5. Critical thinking is social thinking.

Facione defines critical thinking as the ability to reflect and withhold
judgment before making a decision [9: 4]. The author concludes that critical
thinking involves a set of cognitive skills, as well as a number of affective
dispositions. Cognitive skills include interpretation, analysis, evaluation,
inference, explanation and self-regulation. Analysis is concerned with inves-
tigating the relationships between different phenomena. It helps differentiate
constituent components, their interaction and their correlations. It involves
examining ideas, identifying key points, finding out arguments and support-
ing reasons, specifying and testing hypothesis, establishing the similarities
and differences between two ways to the solution of a problem, comparing
and contrasting. Interpretation involves understanding the meaning based on
decoding and clarifying significant information. Inference deals with identi-
fication of relevant elements, stating a hypothesis and deducing the conclu-
sions. It is based on interrogating evidence, guessing, choosing between dif-
ferent options and reaching conclusions. Evaluation is based on the credibil-
ity assessment of the information and contextual input a person perceives.
Rendering the information involves explanatory skills which include “stating
and justifying that reasoning in terms of the evidential, conceptual, methodo-
logical, criteria-logical, and contextual considerations upon which one’s re-
sults were based” [Ibid: 6].

Along with interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation
and self-regulation skills, the author emphasizes that critical thinking is also
based on the following dominant personal attributes:

- inquisitiveness with regard to a wide range of issues;

- concern to become and remain generally well-informed;

- alertness to opportunities to use critical thinking, trust in the process-
es of reasoned inquiry;

- self-confidence in one’s own ability to reason;

- open-mindedness regarding divergent world views;

- flexibility in considering alternatives and opinions;

- understanding of the opinions of other people;

- fair-mindedness in appraising reasoning, honesty in facing one’s
own biases, prejudices, stereotypes, egocentric or sociocentric tendencies;

- prudence in suspending, making or altering judgments;
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- willingness to reconsider and revise views where honest reflection
suggests that change is warranted.

Thus when a person thinks critically, he evaluates the results of his
own mental activity - whether he has made the right decision or how suc-
cessfully he coped with the task. Critical thinking also involves assessing the
thought process itself - the reasoning that led to certain conclusions or the
factors that were taken into account in the decision-making process. Critical
thinking is also called directed thinking because it is aimed at achieving the
desired result.

Critical thinking and intercultural competence

Intercultural competence is defined as an integrative personality quali-
ty, characterized by a set of communicative and cognitive resources, which
manifest in a certain amount of knowledge, a number of skills and abilities
[10: 58]. It allows a person to be an effective participant in intercultural
communication. Intercultural competence development requires from a per-
son a special characteristic of his personality that characterizes the value-
based, conscious attitude to intercultural communication as a way of under-
standing the world, its goals and objectives, the process and the result. It has
been proved that the development of some cognitive parameters of a person's
ability to interact in terms of intercultural communication is a necessary
condition for the success of the intercultural communication competence
development process [11]. These parameters serve as a prerequisite and indi-
cator of personal development and his readiness for intercultural communi-
cation. Intercultural competence requires special state of volitional and emo-
tional sphere that allows a personality to go beyond his culture and become
an equal participant in the dialogue of cultures.

In intercultural communication each culture performs as a system of
codes that extend to speech, relationships, social and cultural norms, etc. As
a rule code systems of different cultures are not comparable to each other or
at best comparable only to a limited extent. As a consequence, in the context
of intercultural communication, despite the common language, the system of
meanings, at least in the perspective of their cultural aspect, will have fun-
damental differences for the representative of this linguistic society and for
those who use the language as a foreign language [2: 118]. This is due to the
fact that communicants impose language and non-linguistic signs for each
other, and the knowledge associated with these signs remains in their minds
and is not available for direct observation by the communication partner.
Cultural-specific knowledge should also be backed up with the ability to
navigate in the phenomena of a different way of life (to recognize, to per-
ceive, to interpret, to compare with one's own culture), to obtain and retrieve
the information, to assimilate and operate with new knowledge. A successful
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intercultural communicant should be able to avoid current and prevent po-
tential misunderstandings and conflicts arising on an intercultural basis,
which becomes possible only due to positive attitude to another culture and
its representatives. A certain state of psychological attitude towards coopera-
tion with the representatives of a different culture as well as empathic per-
ception of other forms of communicative behavior are also required. Cogni-
tive and affective basis for effective intercultural interaction also rests on
metacognition: open-mindness and readiness to get to know another culture
and perceive new psychological, social and intercultural phenomena are al-
ways accompanied with the ability to monitor, analyze and evaluate oneself,
control one’s communicative performance and speech behavior.

The above discussion shows that the skills of critical thinking and in-
tercultural communication competence overlap to a certain extent. A compe-
tent critical thinker will be able to cope with prejudices, he will manage to
stay impartial in some challenging situation and overcome the obstacles that
can impede intercultural communication, and, thus, they will be successful in
intercultural cooperation and interaction.

Conclusion

Interest in critical thinking as a separate thought process has emerged
not so long ago. Only in recent years educators have incorporated the im-
provement of mental abilities of students into training programs. Traditional-
ly in Russian higher education it was supposed that adult students are al-
ready "able to think". Numerous studies have shown, however, that this as-
sumption is wrong. Psychologists have found that only 25% of first-year
students have the skills necessary for logical and abstract thinking — the type
of thinking that is required, for example, to answer the question: "what hap-
pens if..." or to evaluate abstract ideas.

A collaborative research of educators around the world has led to the
creation of so-called critical thinking technology. Such technology implied a
system of strategies that combine the methods of teaching, regardless of the
specific subject content. The technology allows students to master various
ways of integrating information, forms their ability to develop their own
opinion on the basis of understanding various experiences and ideas, to build
conclusions and logical chains, to express their thoughts clearly, confidently
and correctly in relation to others.

The development of critical thinking skills is also closely connected to
the development of intercultural communication competence. In order to
form students’ intercultural competence it is necessary to develop their abil-
ity of critical thinking. Therefore, it is advisable to include the formation of
critical thinking skills into the intercultural communication course. Students
can be taught to think critically, if such objective is stated in the framework
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of a foreign language course. Critical thinking does not automatically appear
as a side effect of conventional learning. Systematic efforts to improve
thinking are required to achieve the expected effect.
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