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Executive Summary 
This research aims to evaluate factors contributing to critical thinking capabilities for international 
postgraduate students to enhance their critical thinking capabilities for coping with present-day 
business and society as well as thrive into having successful future in study, professional work, and 
everyday life. Purposive sampling is used during the data collection. There were total of 26 participants 
which divided into selected 3 groups of participants (students, lecturers, managers) that interviewed in 
this qualitative study. Thematic analysis was implemented for data analysis in answering (1) factors 
that contribute to the barrier of development of critical thinking capabilities for international 
postgraduate students and (2) strategies that would help their improvement of critical thinking 
capabilities. The findings found the top six factors as barriers of critical thinking development for 
international postgraduate students: language barrier, cultural background, previous education 
system, time management, prior experience with critical thinking, and one-sided opinion. Three 
strategies for improving the development of critical thinking capabilities for international postgraduate 
students were recommended: pre-course strategies, in-course strategies, post-course strategies. 
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1. Introduction 

In the age of 21st century, individuals are expected to possess higher order thinking skills such 

as critical thinking (CT) which is deemed necessary to thrive in academic, work, and daily life. 

(Kalelioğlu & Gülbahar, 2014; Sellars et al., 2018). Critical thinking is gonna be referred as 

CT for the use of short form conversion throughout this report. CT is defined as the ability and 

willingness to form objective judgments based on well-supported reasons and evidence, 

frameworks, criteria, principles, and viewpoints rather than emotion (Guo, 2013; Cone et al., 

2016). Therefore, in relation with academic, industry practice, and everyday life, CT is very 

important as individuals are expected to effectively contribute in society with a wide set of 

capabilities such as effective decision-making, excellent leadership, and objective judgment 

(Kalelioğlu & Gülbahar, 2014).  

 

According to Mehta (2015), the development of CT is starting from early childhood until 

tertiary education level in New Zealand. It is stated that all students (domestic and 

international) are required to have CT skills in the higher education system such as 

postgraduate study to thrive in their career path (Saadati, Tarmizi, & Bayat, 2010). However, 

international students are usually considered for not having good CT skills which caused by 

poor analysis and understanding, and lead to negative effects such as poor academic assessment 

performance and poorer decision-making at the workplace, even in everyday life (Crenshaw, 

Hale, & Harper, 2011; Fell & Lukianova, 2015). Thus, this research is raised to build and 

evaluate the CT importance which will create effective frameworks/strategies for international 

postgraduate students to address the barriers of CT and satisfy the needs and expectations in 

education, workplace, and society.  

 

2. Research aim and questions 

The research aim for this study aims to evaluate factors contributing to CT capabilities for 

international postgraduate students in order to enhance their CT capabilities for coping with 

present-day business and society as well as thrive into having successful future in study, 

professional work, and everyday life. 

 

Research questions: 

1. What are the difficulties/challenges that contribute to the development of CT capabilities for 

international postgraduate students?  



6 
 

2. What strategies will assist international postgraduate students to improve their development 

of CT capabilities? 

 

3. Literature review 

It is claimed that CT skills are essential for students and graduates since it is highly desirable 

in the current work environment as it is one of the top ten most in-demand skills for 

employment (Cai & Sanrakan, 2015). However, employers/managers claimed that the current 

CT skills of college graduates are reported to be deteriorating as employers/managers feel 

graduates still struggle to overcome challenges in the working environment that caused by 

routine memorisation during their study as CT/problem-solving is recognised as shortage skills 

among students and graduates (Camarata, 2017).  

 

All students face challenges in developing their CT skills, however international students face 

another difficulty as they need to think critically in a second language (Floyd, 2011). Thus, CT 

issues among international students might have more negative impact as international students’ 

performance in higher education is largely associated with the CT skills absence that comes 

from cultural differences such as study methods, where most of international students still 

apply the surface learning methods rather than intense learning methods (Egege & Kutieleh, 

2004; Shaheen, 2016). Thus, it might lead to poor writing performance when international 

postgraduates students try to do assignments that requires academic writing, which due to 

textbook boundedness, routine memorisation, passive learning experiences, and recurrence of 

ideas (Fell & Lukianova, 2015). Additionally, the same authors also claim that international 

students mostly struggle to respond critically due to inability to construct new ideas and the 

lack of understanding in making self-argument.  

 

In fact, higher education such as postgraduate studies promotes independent study as students 

are prepared themselves to progress their career prospects, and it is important to have own 

responsibility to carry out courses work or research projects, as CT is a vital learning skill that 

enables students to question or reflect on their own experience and knowledge (Evans, Nguyen, 

Richardson, & Scott, 2018). Hence, this CT capability is essential for all postgraduate students 

(domestic and international) as they required to own CT and interpretation at higher degree, 

thorough comprehensive practices to cultivate and justify their own thoughts and opinions, as 

it will become an important asset in various working environment/situations.  
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CT skills are not inherent, it developed through time and experience, which needs to be 

continuously trained, it can’t be acquired and mastered on-the-spot in one session/subject as it 

includes numerous provisions, knowledge, and competencies in the treatment of ideas and 

information (Njiraini, 2015). There are more studies that emphasise the importance of CT skills 

as follows:  
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Educators and researchers stress that the cultivation of students and graduates that possess CT 

skills is the core purpose of higher educational institutions (Hill, Walkington, & France, 2016). 

CT is seen as the most distinguishing feature of university academic standards and secondary 

schools and a central aspect among all decent college students (Egege & Kutieleh, 2004). 

Moreover, the same authors also claim that when students learned at higher education such as 

postgraduate study, skills such as problem-solving, text-interpretation, and reasoning/logic that 

related to CT can also be attained as it also recognised as major gaps between non-Western and 

Western education system. However, international students are still generally perceived for 

having lack of CT in their analysis and not having adequate knowledge of critique and 

interpretation (Egege & Kutieleh, 2004).  

 

Additionaly, weak academic writing skill of second-language also becomes the factor of why 

international students frequently obtain poor marks besides the lack of CT, likely because 

international students have not yet been taught properly (Fell & Lukianova, 2015). For 

example, lecturers stated that international students’ writing are frequently descriptive when it 

comes to writing assignments, it seems that they could not offer rational/sensible argument, 

which makes their assignments are uncritical or confusing (Fell & Lukianova, 2015). Thus, it 

could be argued that in variety of cases, international students might demonstrate a solid 

understanding of English literacy, however they seem struggle to raise good arguments in their 

paper (Egege & Kutieleh, 2004). Hence, these literatures have presented that international 

students’ issues are especially related to different linguistic and culture backgrounds, where 

some cultures do not encourage CT and still embrace highly traditional notions (Paton, 2005; 

Shaheen, 2016). Even so, while some cultures influences the CT implementation, it does not 

inherently preclude the use of CT in international students, for instance, cross-cultural 

variations of Western and non-Western student in CT skills appear to be more associated with 

language competence than to cultural contexts (Lun, 2010). Thus, although international 
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students have diverse cultural backgrounds, they still can gain profit from their academic 

growth if the right approaches are used to develop and enhance their CT skills. 

 

By understanding CT value and recognising its concerns on the research outcomes, this study 

would support multiple stakeholders such as international students, higher educational 

providers, and employers/managers. Thus, it will benefit international students to improve their 

academic performance and having better decision-making, problem-solving, and creativity 

which would enhance the employable opportunity, or to build own business. It will also help 

the tertiary education providers in assisting international students to overcome CT barriers in 

best possible strategies, enhance college brand awareness as the college produces quality 

graduates for the workforce which employers would be looking graduates from the noteworthy 

college. Furthermore, it helps employers to develop distinctive competitive advantages since 

they recruit graduates that possess CT capabilities for problem-solving at work and creates the 

dynamic workplace environment (Reed, 2018). 

 

4. Research method 

This section presents the details of research methodology in section 4.1, details of sample of 

participants in section 4.2, details of methods and procedures of data collection in section 4.3, 

details of interview questions design in section 4.4, details of ethics in section 4.5, the methods 

and procedures of data analysis in section 4.6. 

 

4.1 Research methodology 

This research used the qualitative methodology where semi-structured interviews were applied. 

Primary data collection approach is also applied, and the data is obtained from chosen group 

of participants. The sampling is taken from international postgraduate/master students (existing 

and graduate) who are based at Auckland, New Zealand, lecturers who teach in 

postgraduate/master study, and managers who comes from industry.  

 

According to Lopez and Whitehead (2013), the sampling data and data collection that 

concentrates on chosen group of participants is acknowledged as purposive sampling, this 

becomes the justification for applying the qualitative approach just like this study. The 

‘richness’ of gathered data is much more important rather than the quantity of participants, 

which makes this qualitative research only requires small sample (Tuckett, 2004; Lopez & 

Whitehead, 2013). Limited sampling sizes that is conducted in this qualitative method are 
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easier to handle as they can still generate the amount of “rich” data and possible insightful from 

each individual participant (Lopez & Whitehead, 2013). Consequently, the purposive sampling 

is considered appropriate as it provides information-rich contexts for this in-depth research. 

The researcher also identified the strengths and weaknesses in this qualitative research as 

follows: 
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4.2 Sample of participants 

There are 3 groups of participants in this project – students and graduates, lecturers, and 

managers. Students and graduates come from various nationalities, different study background, 

and different institutions in New Zealand, who studying postgraduate and master degree, 85% 

of this interviewees are business management students, only 3 people study different program 

such as IT, construction, and engineering, this group is later divided into 2 sub-groups based 

on the self-reporting grade during their study as they are voluntarily giving this information to 

the researcher as follows. 

• “Good” students and graduates who have grade above average (B to A+ range) 

• “Average” students and graduates who have average grade (C- to B- range)  

For the lecturers, the researcher interviews the lecturer who teach postgraduate or master 

program. For manager, participants are interviewed from various industries such as finance and 

marketing industry.  

 

This project is considered to have the optimal sample size (15-30 interviews) since there are 

total of 26 participants that interviewed by the researcher which fulfil the sample requirements 

as a “single-case research” (Vasileiou, Barnett, Thorpe, & Young, 2018). The participants are 

able to provide three different perspectives that are relevant to this project. 

 

As noted before, this qualitative research used purposive sampling where the sample size is 

relatively limited. However, it should be sufficient to deliver suitable results for addressing the 

research questions. Furthermore, purposive sampling emphasises the data saturation, which can 

be accomplished when new substantive information is no longer emerged from adding more 

participants (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). 
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4.3 Data collection  

The interview session (face-to-face and online interview) are conducted on three chosen groups 

of participants. As mentioned before, the purposive sampling is applied in this study, which 

makes it easier to handle the collected small sample sizes of this project, the sample is deemed 

to be knowledgeable participants who could generate valid data on the basis of their CT 

familiarity in their particular areas and deliver the “rich” results (Lopez & Whitehead, 2013).  

The researcher used the help of the supervisor to reach the potential groups of participants for 

this research project. An inviting e-mail is distributed to each group of participants, then, an 

interview appointment is made by the researcher at neutral and convenient location for both 

researcher and voluntarily interested participants. The participants expressed their opinions, 

perspectives, experiences, and expertise, where the interview outcomes are processed into 

research findings, which to be analysed by the researcher. However, due to some limitations 

such as COVID-19 factor and tight schedule, not every participant is met in person by the 

researcher, most of the interview are done online by utilising Microsoft Teams and Zoom app. 

 

4.4 Interview questions design 

There are two sets of interview questions for these 3 groups of participants. The first section 

relates to research question 1 which ask the students’ experience during study, lecturers’ 

experience during teaching international postgraduate students, and managers’ experience’ 

during working with international graduates as follows. 
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The second section relates to research question 2 which ask the students’ suggestion of CT 

improvement for lecturers and college, lecturers’ suggestions of CT improvement for college, 

and managers’ suggestions of CT improvement for international students as follows. 

 

 
 

4.5 Ethics 

There are 4 ethical guidelines that the researcher follows to OPAIC’s terms and conditions and 

achieved through actions as follows. 
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Prior to collecting data, the researcher proposed an ethics application to Otago Polytechnic 

Ethics Committee (OPREC) since it is essential for the compliance of ethical concerns in New 

Zealand before performing the research. The ethics application was approved on 8th September 

2020 with reference number AIC61. The data collection tasks should only be conducted after 

gaining the ethics application approval. The participants’ privacy, the anonymity, and data 

protection are perceived to be the highest priority as the important ethical consideration of this 

research. The following code/label of participants is made for the data confidentiality. 
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The researcher also addressing the underlying ethical concerns for participants in the primary 

data collection as follows.  
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4.6 Data analysis 

This research used thematic analysis to assess the contextual data based on interview 

transcripts. It is a tool for identifying, assembling, and documenting themes/trends within the 

gathered evidence (Braun & Clarke, 2012). This approach is believed to be crucial in 

qualitative method, offering core skills for implementing variety of qualitative research along 

with reliable and insightful performance (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell, Norris, White, & 

Moules, 2017). The researcher also able to distinguish and understand the appropriate 

evidence/information from a range of themes through data sources to address explored research 

questions and particular issues (Braun & Clarke, 2012).  

 

Below are the following reasons for the justification of the thematic analysis in this research 

which is considered to be suitable for data analysis.  

 



17 
 

 
 

The thematic analysis is divided into the following six phases which is used for data analysis, 

based on the collected interview data from students, lecturers, and managers participants. 
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Triangulation has also been established on this research, where it facilitates data validation 

using cross-verification from more than two sources and evaluates the findings consistency 

collected from various components. Thus, it increases the reliability and validity of this 

qualitative studies (Lauri, 2011). Multiple data sources from students, lecturers, and managers 

category participants provided the platform for meeting the requirement for triangulation in 

this study. 
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5. Findings 

This section presents the findings that gathered from qualitative data of three groups of 

participants by using thematic analysis. The identification of patterns (frequency analysis) is 

utilised during the process of qualitative data analysis by examining the phrases, meanings, and 

words as it finalised into main themes.  

 

The findings of qualitative data analysis support two overall themes. The first theme reports on 

the issue of CT barriers which is aligned with research question 1, it is presented in section 5.0. 

The second theme reports on the issue of strategies to improve CT capabilities, which is aligned 

with research question 2, it is presented in section 5.4. 

 

 
 

5.0 Theme 1: Barriers to CT 

This section presents CT barriers of international postgraduate students faced as the main theme 

to answer research question 1, the data gathered from students & graduates, lecturers, and 

managers perspective. 

 

5.1 Overall findings on sub-themes to barriers to CT: Students participant 

The findings show that language barrier, cultural background, previous education system, time 

management, and prior experience with CT are barriers that international postgraduate students 

faced in developing CT capabilities. The sub-sections below present the findings on each sub-

theme with supporting interview transcriptions evidence. 
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5.1.1 Language barrier 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the English language barrier is one factor that students faced difficulty/challenges 

for developing CT capabilities. 

 

“English is my second language. ………. quite hard to express my opinion, my argument in the 

writing. ……” (S1) 

 

“The way of thinking in Chinese is different from English…. I need to do CT in English. This 

is the language barrier for me…. (S8) 

 

“………English is not my first language…. the hardest one is when I'm writing the assignment 

because they require us to write in high level, like academic writing” (G2) 

 

5.1.2 Culture background 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the cultural background is one factor that students faced difficulty/challenges for 

developing CT capabilities. 

 

“Asian culture is quite restrictive…., so it might sometimes like kind of limit my CT 

……Chinese culture, they are quite conservative in their thinking sometimes is a bit like 

constrain from many things...” (S5) 

 

“In Indonesia, you tend to not think critically about things…., where you do accept things as 

they are. It could be based just on the cultural…. like respecting your elders, you don't question 

your elders, you don't question your seniors” (S6) 

 

“There's another cultural factors that we respect the elderly…. And there might be something 

that might be called authority, just because of the age difference, not because they are more 

knowledgeable or they're smarter than you, but just because they are older as a social norm. 

……listen to elderly without any arguments just because they are older than you” (S7) 

 

“….to be not thinkers, just accept and obey…, just follow the rules, don't ask. ……sometimes 

you are forced to just obey and not question much” (S9) 
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“….in Korean culture, we don't speak our own opinion…. Just to listen…… you just hesitated 

to say it…. when you have conversation with older people, it might be rude to say your opinion 

much” (S10) 

 

5.1.3 Previous education system 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the previous education system is one factor that students faced difficulty/challenges 

for developing CT capabilities since they come from different education system compared to 

Western education system.  

 

“I am an Indian by birth…., you don't really focus a lot on CT….you're given notes by a 

lecturer, you study the notes, you write your exams, you pass your exams, and you go from one 

course or one block to another….” (G1) 

 

“In Indonesia, how they teach is quite different, it’s more like one way. It's hard for me to talk 

with the lecturer, because we are like not like in the same level…” (G2) 

 

“……back in Indonesia…. I suppose there is a difference between Asian and Western education 

system, whereas Asian is mainly based on a lot of theoretical assumptions and based on a lot 

of memorisation….” (G4) 

 

“When I was studying in Singapore…. the way they mark your papers, and your assignments 

are quite rigid. They don't really encourage you to think outside the box…” (G10) 

 

“….in China… only see one side opinion, and it develops stereotype opinion…. The education 

environment…., I teach you and you just listen, you don't ask question… The teacher, they 

really can’t take challenges…. They will take it as disrespectful if you ask a question…” (G5) 

 

“……in the Philippines… they don't give you enough exercises that could enhance your CT 

skills…...” (G6) 

 

“The teachers always have the right to say things as a norm, the students have to believe what 

the teacher said is true…. the habit of argument or discussion, we don't have that kind of thing 
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in our education system…. We don't think twice for that. it's more on like one-way 

communication.” (S7) 

 

“In Korea, we just study to take a test. Every study is just for taking a test. So we don't have 

any discussion during the class, we don't have any chance to think speak our opinion. We just 

memorize the learn and that's it” (S10) 

 

5.1.4 Time management 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the time management is one factor that students faced difficulty/challenges for 

developing CT capabilities since they need to read and research many sources such as journal 

articles especially when doing the assessment. 

 

….”A lot of literature's and then how you compare this literature with the other one,….it just 

takes your time…you need to read a lot of things”. (G3) 

 

“It's only lack of time…… CT… not allow me to analyse everything critically. (S2) 

 

“It takes time...need to put a lot of thoughts in it to see if it's right or not. (S5) 

 

“……the time……you can get lost in your own train of thoughts. ……the time management, 

sometimes thinking critically would reduce your working speed. And if you're facing deadlines, 

that may not be a luxury that you have all the time” (S6) 

 

5.1.5 Prior experience with CT 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the prior experience with CT is one factor that students faced difficulty/challenges 

for developing CT capabilities. Most of the students and graduates are not familiar about the 

concept of CT before. It was their first-time experience which contributes to the barriers they 

faced, especially when doing assessment, which makes them usually descriptive in writing on 

assessment. 

 

“The first time I came to New Zealand it’s hard for me to understand what CT is. Because I 

never think about it or heard about it” (G2) 
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“It's not normal how you do the papers here in New Zealand….it's a bit of a new thing for me. 

I really had a hard time doing the CT, I'm just reading this journal, and I can't provide any 

ideas out of it….” (G6) 

 

“In my country, in my previous study, there is no CT at all. So, this is my first time, first 

experience, applied CT. So, it's hard to do CT….whenever I make an assessment, it comes to 

the descriptive, not CT” (G8) 

 

“This is my first time to do that……I'm not familiar with reading a lot of essay, a lot of paper 

to just finish one assignment. So that's really challenge” (S1) 

 

“When I came here, and I took the first class, I was overwhelmed. This level of CT is new to 

me…. there was no formal training for CT…… in Philippines, CT was not utilized at this 

level…… when I submitted my draft, the professor told me that everything you wrote is 

descriptive. You're not using CT” (S3) 

 

“The first time the lecturer asked me to think critically…. I don’t have an experience about this 

in Korea…I had no idea what CT is at first...” (S10) 

 

5.2 Overall findings of data analysis: Lecturers participant 

The findings below present the lecturers’ perspectives of the sub-themes for barriers to 

developing CT. The barriers to CT are reported with supporting evidence from interview 

transcriptions for each sub-theme as it is reported on the earlier section from students’ 

perspectives. 

 

5.2.1 Language barrier 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the English language barrier is one factor that lecturers also mention in 

difficulty/challenges that students faced for developing CT capabilities. 

 

“……language barrier might be a problem for a lot of international students…... they want to 

express, they want to critique, they want to show the logical thinking, the reasoning….it is 

hindered by the language skill….” (L1) 
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“…international students, they have good CT capabilities, but they struggle expressing it……. 

getting the CT, in written form…… academic writing…(L2) 

 

5.2.2 Previous education system 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the different education system is one factor that lecturers also mention in 

difficulty/challenges that students faced for developing CT capabilities. “……different 

education system where CT has not necessarily been a focus….” (L3) 

 

5.2.3 Prior experience with CT 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the prior experience with CT is one factor that lecturers also mention in 

difficulty/challenges that students faced for developing CT capabilities.“……they haven't had 

to do necessarily this before… the difficulty is…. selling it to students as something that would 

be beneficial to them… it is actually a critical skill want to have” (L3) 

 

5.3 Overall findings of data analysis: Managers participant 

The findings below present the managers’ perspectives of the sub-themes for barriers to 

developing CT. The barriers to CT are reported with supporting evidence from interview 

transcriptions for each sub-theme as it is reported on the earlier section from students’ and 

lecturers’ perspectives. 

 

5.3.1 Cultural background 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the cultural background is one factor that managers also mention in 

difficulty/challenges that students faced for developing CT capabilities. ”The issues….with 

international graduates is mostly having to do with like cultural background…. they were 

taught to not question authority; they were not taught to question things that their managers 

have told them” (M2) 

 

5.3.2 One-sided opinion 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that having one-sided opinion is one factor that managers also mention in 

difficulty/challenges that students faced for developing CT capabilities. “Some international 
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students……their point of views are very solid……having this strong view disables you to think 

outside the box. If you have a narrow mind, strong view…., even though if I keep explaining to 

you, because you're so focused on your own view, that you failed to understand” (M3) 

 

5.4 Theme 2: Strategies to improve CT 

This section presents strategies to improve the development of CT capabilities of international 

postgraduate students as the main theme to answer research question 2, the data gathered from 

students & graduates, lecturers, and managers perspectives. 
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5.5 Overall findings on sub-theme to strategies to improve CT: Students participant 

The findings below show the suggestions that comes from the international postgraduate 

students for lecturer and college that could help to improve the development of CT capabilities 

for current and future students as mentioned based on following figure. The sub-sections below 

present the findings on each sub-theme with supporting interview transcriptions evidence. 

 

 
 

5.5.1 In-class discussion 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the in-class discussion is one strategy that students believe that would improve their 

development of CT capabilities. Students suggest that lecturers could hold more class 

discussion in the classroom activity to enhance their CT skills. 

 

“What I find that could be useful..., brainstorming and finding relationships between one 

subject to another, will help develop a better idea in writing assessment….”(G4) 

 

“……online sessions or offline sessions in classroom to give us tasks for group discussion. 

….to provide some positive negative features of different events, so they can encourage students 

to provide more critical analysis in their assignments.”(S2)  

 

“Give open-ended questions……provoke something, to dig deeper on specific issues. …narrow 

down the problem…… deeper answers or different answers for those questions” (S7) 



27 
 

“……group case study is a good way…. exchange ideas, but also can get a new perspective 

from the group discussions”. (S8) 

 

“……discussions in class about all aspects……they ask us to explain something and to give us 

time to discuss in groups……more time to have more discussions……” (S9) 

 

5.5.2 In-depth feedback 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the in-depth feedback is one strategy that students believe that would improve their 

development of CT capabilities. Students suggest that lecturers could give more detailed 

feedback to improve their work on assessment. 

 

“I was really read the feedback but in some parts, the feedback is not really deep…... Maybe 

provide detailed feedback…., what do you mean about this one,…..going to be really helpful to 

students.” (G3) 

 

“….a proper feedback is also important because students would know where is the fallacies 

that they have made.” (S6) 

 

5.5.3 Personal session 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the personal session is one strategy that students believe that would improve their 

development of CT capabilities. “They can guide us more in detail……they can talk to one on 

one. It's more effective……because in groups, it's harder to know the situation that the student 

is facing….” (S5) 

 

5.5.4 Active learning/debate 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the active learning/debate is one strategy that students believe that would improve 

their development of CT capabilities. 

 

“Maybe provide a role playing based on the cases in the class” (G2) 
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“……the lecturers can go and try to lead or guide the conversation and try to make the students 

think differently…… host some debates in the class. (G5) 

 

“….give students like a more active kind of learning,….have a debate session between students 

and force them to take different position……, the debate is actually one of the kind of thing that 

actually forced you and train your CT…… even though you are not actually agree with of what 

you are saying, but you're forced to think of the other opposite party thinking” (G9) 

 

“…...more interactive……it will open up their ideas of the students and how they can counter 

argument each other or support each other's argument (G10) 

 

“…make a weekly exercise for students to exercise their CT skills. They can provide more fun 

activities…. more likely the student will participate and more eager” (S5) 

 

“When the lectures are more engaged with the students, if the lectures opens a dialogue 

between the students and appreciate the idea that's given by the students, ……that's a good 

thing for him and for the students to grow and think critically…(S6) 

 

“They should have forum for debates. Not only the problems within the college, social issues 

as well. For those who are interested, they can join and debate” (S7) 

 

5.5.5 Workshop 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the workshop is one strategy that students believe that would improve their 

development of CT capabilities. Students suggest college to give support as free workshop on 

CT. 

  

“Try to give students more opportunity to get this workshop before they actually joined the 

program. So, in a way that should help them, prepare them better doing the course.” (G4) 

 

“Provide more workshops. The specific workshops for areas where students are having trouble 

with CT.” (G6) 
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“maybe every university can have a free workshop or seminar where the student can attend 

and develop their CT by doing it directly……give us a sample of CT.....”(S1) 

 

5.5.6 Experience learning 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that the experience learning is one strategy that students believe that would improve 

their development of CT capabilities. Students suggest college to provide outside class 

learning. 

 

“……maybe some other skills to support the CT. So, it's not only on class basis, but also 

experience basis……outbound, and learn something new skills, like teamwork, 

leadership,……extra lessons….. LinkedIn learning…..”(G2) 

 

5.5.7 Qualified mentor 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that providing professional and qualified mentor is one strategy that students believe 

that would improve their development of CT capabilities.  

 

“……provide professionals and qualified mentors……make sure that whoever is helping is 

actually qualified enough to help…...guidance with the help of proper mentors…….” (G1) 

 

“……provide high calibre lecturers that would really benefit the students” (G7) 

 

5.5.8 Preparation course 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that preparation course is one strategy that students believe that would improve their 

development of CT capabilities. Students would like college to have preparation course on CT. 

 

“…they need to create, maybe incorporate in one of the early courses or subjects on how to do 

CT systematically” (G3) 

 

“……a debate courses that allow the university force the students to develop their CT in a 

different kind point of view” (G9) 
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“……do more like a specific course on CT…..if the student wants to join they can.” (S5) 

 

“……look at the curriculum design and maybe add more of CT to that area………talk to 

students and what they feel about it.” (S6) 

 

“A college can arrange a more tutorial class for CT, which can help a student understand how 

to think critically……from different angles and look at the problem from a different 

perspective” (S8)  

 

“They could make an extra class to practice it. Maybe some students are interested in it if they 

help to develop it. They could take the class and then have a chance to like speak and discuss 

each other….” (S10) 

 

5.5.9 Promote awareness of CT 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that promoting awareness is one strategy that students believe that would improve their 

development of CT capabilities. Students would like college to promote the awareness of CT 

requirements before/when they enrol so they will know the standards/expectations. 

 

“…..give them information on CT, do it upfront, tell them the very first day that you're supposed 

to think critically, and this is how CT is” (G1) 

 

“……inform students ahead before they enrol” (G6) 

 

“……invest more on showing awareness, how important it is, and what they do to help to 

develop their CT skills” (G10) 

 

“…..informing about the importance of this and providing maybe more opportunities for 

practice,……to see how CT is actually part of successful career…” (S9) 

 

5.6 Overall findings of data analysis: Lecturers participant 

The findings below present the lecturers’ perspectives of the sub-themes for strategies to 

improve CT capabilities. The strategies to improve CT are reported with supporting evidence 
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from interview transcriptions for each sub-theme as it is reported on the earlier section from 

students’ perspectives. 

 

5.6.1 Networking 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that networking is one strategy that lecturers believe would improve students’ 

development of CT capabilities. Lecturers would like to suggest college to expand the network 

by bringing guest lecturer or work with industry.“……I would encourage the support for the 

university to work with the industry, bringing guest lecturer and working on the project. I think 

that would give a variety of approach. Otherwise students will get bored if just listening to one 

way” (L1) 

 

5.6.2 Academic writing support 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that academic writing support is one strategy that lecturers believe would improve 

students’ development of CT capabilities. Lecturers would like college to keep supporting 

student by providing academic writing support such as academic writing workshop on 

assessment.“…..only challenge what we are having is, how to express that CT when they are 

writing in a report, because we assist them in only that part……, it's a way of you are writing 

it,…..academic writing. So, I think that the academic writing part has to be supported……, 

which we are doing through our student success team and mostly that our lecturers reading 

their feedback.” (L2) 

 

5.6.3 Internal feedback 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that internal feedback is one strategy that lecturers believe would improve students’ 

development of CT capabilities.  

 

“……we have a peer review, we have lecturers coming to our class at the lecture to give us 

feedback in terms of how we teach, in terms of how we engage in discussion” (L1) 

 

“It would probably be a good idea to talk to all of the lecturers and get the opinions of all of 

the lecturers on what they're doing around CT. Because if we do that, and we've got an 

understanding of who's doing what, where, we can probably better scaffold the skills.” (L3) 
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5.7 Overall findings of data analysis: Managers participant  

The findings below present the managers’ perspectives of the sub-themes for strategies to 

improve CT capabilities. The strategies to improve CT are reported with supporting evidence 

from interview transcriptions for each sub-theme as it is reported on the earlier section from 

students’ and lecturers’ perspectives. 

 

5.7.1 Task assignment 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that assigning task/trial is one strategy that managers believe would improve students’ 

development of CT capabilities.  

 

“….give them a task or a challenge that they need to tackle themselves first. So, try to make 

them think their way out of it first before, I guess questioning us who's already done it before. 

Because that forces them to use their CT skills to solve these problems. And then once they 

get stuck, we will help them, the other way you could put us to put them in the deep end 

purse.” (M1) 

 

“…..I generally kind of throw them into an account. …..pull as many insights that you think 

are relevant. …..throwing someone into the deep end……I also give them a set amount of 

time, I say, just deliver what you can in the next hour or two. And the reason why I do that is 

because what I want to see, is not only what they do, but also the questions that they come to 

me with, say, I saw this, I think this but I'm not sure if that's correct or not……. trial by fire.” 

(M2) 

 

5.7.2 Practical CT exercise 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that practical CT exercise is one strategy that managers believe would improve students’ 

development of CT capabilities.  

 

“…..I sit down with them and I take them through my thought process. I take them through 

my accounts, and I take them through why I think this or why I think that”….. (M2) 

 

“……identifying opportunities for improvement. And I think when a staff member starts 

thinking that way, they are exercising the CT, I tell my staff all the time that, if you're doing a 
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task, that is very simple, but it's taking a lot of your time, we need to do something about it, 

create efficiency. So think about ways that we can improve that system, or that process. And 

that exercise of working on, that they thinking about new ways of doing something they 

bringing that CT. …..The other way is when we are looking at our budgeting for the year, we 

go through a lot of CT exercise, and we do a lot of sensitivity analysis that what ifs, what if 

this happens, what if that happens, what are the consequences? And that process itself 

requires a lot of CT. (M3) 

 

5.7.3 Job role research 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that role research is one strategy that managers believe would improve students’ 

development of CT capabilities. “They need to first know that is an important skill to have, 

especially for the later years of their careers. So might as well in a start to develop the CT 

skills……have a quick study on the exact role that you're applying for and see what type of 

problems that you will face…..” (M1) 

 

5.7.4 CV update 

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that updating CV is one strategy that managers believe would improve students’ 

development of CT capabilities. “Some of the suggestions I would recommend are updating 

CV. Specifically, if CT is an important part of the process, or the job that you're applying 

for…... We're looking for is you how you tackle the problem… something that you did to 

overcome business challenge……it doesn't have to necessarily be in the business context. It 

could be even at university, it could be at something that happened within your community…., 

we're looking for a lot of the times from graduates is how did you overcome that problem or 

that issue? What was the problem and kind of what attitude you brought to the table as well.” 

(M2) 

 

5.7.5 Professional development training: Case study learning  

The qualitative data analysis excerpts from the transcribed interview data presented below 

shows that professional development training such as learning the case study is one strategy 

that managers believe would improve students’ development of CT capabilities. “…..If 

students will have case studies and try to attempt in identifying the issues in the case and 

writing a brief summary of possible solutions,…. look at the answers and see if they're in the 
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right track or not. I think that will help them a lot with CT. One of the examples was food 

branch was taking their products to China……, Chinese people don't use fork and knife. They 

used chopsticks; we need to change the brands….. We have to do something with the brand, 

from different perspective and to the point. Very basic, but very important”. (M3) 

 

6. Discussion and recommendation 

This section presents the in-depth discussion of the findings in section 5 that relating to the 

barriers to CT (6.1) and strategies to improve CT which later becomes the recommendation for 

this research (6.2).  

 

6.1 Discussion of barriers to CT 

This discussion relates to research question 1. The overall finding shows that there are several 

factors that contribute to difficulties/challenges that international postgraduate students faced 

in developing their CT capabilities as reported in findings by students, lecturers, and managers. 

 

6.1.1 Language barrier  

One of the reasons why international students possess weak CT is the language barrier. 

According to Rashid and Qaisar (2016), when English is taught as a second language, students 

face many challenges in understanding and implementing CT skills as they lack in analysing 

complex matter into its simple elements, questioning, assessing, and presenting the logical and 

reasoned arguments. However, if they were provided an opportunity to express in their own 

mother language, they may show more clarity, accuracy, and logic in their arguments (Rashid 

& Qaisar, 2016). Based on the reported findings from the perspectives of students and lecturers, 

English language barrier is a barrier to CT, and it is consistent with other literatures. 

 

6.1.2 Cultural background 

Cultural background of international students could disrupt or empower CT which refers to 

Hofstede cultural dimensions theory in power distance and uncertainty avoidance for this case 

(Hofstede, 2014; Fell & Lukianova, 2015). It is claimed that students are conscious of 

traditional systems of  seniority and they try to avoid disputes in certain countries/cultures, 

moreover, due to the respect for the elderly, they are supposed not to be vocal in their own 

opinions, these cultural backgrounds may discourage students in thinking critically and voice 

out their own arguments (Kawashima, 2003; Mangena & Chabeli, 2005; Jenkins, 2011; Chan, 

2013; Shaheen, 2016). For example, Chinese culture emphasizes respect for and obedience to 
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the authority (Guo, 2013). Another example comes from Indonesia, where the rule of “to obey 

and follow” still dominantly exist in its people’s way of thinking (Masduqi, 2011). It could be 

said that the cultural contexts of international students’ behaviour might influence them for not 

questioning things and expressing their own views (Fell & Lukianova, 2015). Thus, it aligns 

with the reported findings on the cultural background as the CT barriers for international 

postgraduate students.  

 

Additionally, the findings on managers also reported the cultural background as constraints for 

international graduates in their CT capabilities as they might be still accustomed to seniority 

and status on their past culture in study/work environment, which could cause them difficulty 

of transition to more flexible working conditions, where business practices have not necessarily 

followed a fixed set of rules and job descriptions are de-emphasized (Blank, 2020). 

 

6.1.3 Previous education system 

The CT development is claimed to be hindered by the traditional education system that mostly 

origin from non-Western countries (Chan, 2013). The higher power ties between teachers and 

students, the focus on memory-based education, and exam-oriented prevented the 

strengthening of CT skills for international students (Chan, 2013; Fell & Lukianova, 2015). 

Furthermore, lack of questioning teachers or teachers usually dominate the class and do most 

of the talking and never criticised, while most students are busy taking notes and they usually 

do not respond if not being asked, this has create a passive learning environment, where 

students become passive listeners instead of active thinkers (Chan, 2013; Guo, 2013; Fell & 

Lukianova, 2015).  

 

Based on the findings, lecturers also reported CT has not been a focus on previous education 

system of international students. Thus, it indicates CT skills are not really encouraged and less 

proactive by looking at prior learning behaviours of students due to lack of interests in looking 

from multiple perspectives and evaluating (Shaheen, 2016). Hence, the prior educational 

background itself becomes the CT barriers for the international students who comes from non-

Western educational background as reported on the findings. 
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6.1.4 Time management 

Although CT is regarded as important, it also often considerably time-consuming as high CT 

activities are complex, especially when analysing large amounts of data (McLean, 2005; Torff 

& Sessions, 2006). This could be related to the claims in findings where students cited lack of 

time when doing CT, especially when working on assessment since they need to do a lot of 

research and reading literatures, as it might not allow them to analyse critically enough. This 

creates time constraints/pressure as barriers in developing their CT capabilities (Jackson, 

2015).  

 

Thus, it leads to many students felt that the learning experience should have been longer than 

the required hours (Sedlak, Doheny, Panthofer, & Anaya, 2003). Interestingly, it is not only 

students who experience this kind of barriers, as these following studies mention that lecturers 

also identified time restrictions as drawbacks to the incorporation of CT skills during class. 

Lecturers often have a lot of material to address in a short/limited timeframe (Peter, 2012). The 

amount of content/information required in the courses was usually overwhelming to both the 

lecturers and student, leaving little time to incorporate CT activities (Kowalczyk, Hackworth, 

& Case-Smith, 2012). 

 

6.1.5 Prior experience with CT 

One of the greatest barriers to developing CT capabilities for international students is caused 

by unfamiliarity with student-centred learning process as they feel discomfort with learning 

demands in more self-directed way (Plush & Kehrwald, 2014). This aligns with findings as 

international postgraduate students reported that they were unaware with the CT concepts since 

they might only hear it for the first time and have not taught before coming to New Zealand.  

 

Furthermore, the reported findings on the lecturers also aligns with following studies. It is 

claimed by teachers that prior learning experiences on international students often do not 

require them to think critically (Peter, 2012). Another study said that international students may 

not be recognise or conscious of CT understanding since they have not been exposed to it yet, 

so it is difficult for them to understand what is actually required, for example when they do 

academic writing in assessment, the problem have been mostly seen such as lack of creativity, 

weak in justification, and being descriptive (Shaheen, 2016). 
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Thus, it could be said that international students’ inexperience and lack of familiarity findings 

are results from previous education system and cultural background factors as discussed in two 

sub-sections above. Lecturers also believed that due to lack of experience and lack of ability in 

comprehend issues and ‘think ahead’, they did not do well in this skill (Jackson, 2015). 

 

6.1.6 One-sided opinion 

Developing stereotype opinion could also identified as CT barriers for international 

postgraduate students. It is claimed that some education system often necessarily embraces 

narrow-minded and restrictive thoughts and inhibits extensive questioning of conflict-related 

topics of diverse subjects in social environments (Bar-Tal, Vered & Fuxman, 2020), which lead 

students in having one-sided opinion or personal bias towards something. It is said that having 

personal bias prohibits the ability to think critically since it restricts analytical skills such as 

open-minded, having curiosity about the subject, and being rational (Kang & Ho-wren, 2004; 

Peter, 2012).  

 

Based on the findings, managers reported some international graduates have narrow 

perspectives which disables them to think outside the box and creates barrier for analysing 

critically, this aligns with the study of CT barriers that happens in the workplace such as having 

confirmation bias (bending evidence to fit one’s beliefs) along with ignorance of other’s people 

perspectives that creates narrow-mindedness (Noruzi & Hernandez, 2011). 

 

The limited use of CT skills and the lack of meaningful activities are assumed to be the reasons 

since they tend to accept group opinions and creates own assumption without evaluating them 

appropriately (Masduqi, 2011). This is probably related back to their cultural and study 

background since most of them previously studied at which typically applied teacher-centred 

approach. Therefore, expressing ideas communicatively and critically is not always 

encouraged. 

 

6.1.7 Overall summary of discussion barriers to CT 

Based on all of the above discussion, it can be suggested that the most influential factors of 

difficulties/challenges that contribute to the development of CT capabilities for international 

postgraduate students are cultural background and previous education system as they 

responsible for the constraints in CT development of international postgraduate students. The 

main distinction occurs in the cultural-educational implementation of the curriculum (teaching 
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and studying). Hence, international students have faced difficulties/challenges mainly caused 

by the past academic experiences and cultural backgrounds that students carry with them. 

 

6.2 Discussion of strategies to improve CT (recommendation) 

This discussion relates to research question 2, which discuss specific points that suggested by 

students, lecturers, and managers for CT capabilities improvement. These points become the 

basis of these recommendations. This section provides action-oriented and concrete 

recommendations aimed at enhancing the development of CT capabilities of international 

postgraduate students. It was centred on the strategies’ importance for the students 

interviewed. 

 

The overall finding shows that there are several strategies that would improve the development 

of CT capabilities of international postgraduate students as reported in findings by students, 

lecturers, and managers. This research proposes 3 different approaches to improve CT 

capabilities for international postgraduate students during their study, which divided into pre-

course strategies, in-course strategies, and post-course strategies. 

 

6.2.1 Pre-course strategies  

These following strategies are recommended to be implemented before the start of the course 

programme for international postgraduate students since it will be beneficial for them to 

develop CT capabilities at the early stage. 
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6.2.2 In-course strategies 

These following strategies are recommended to be implemented during course programme for 

international postgraduate students since it will enhance the development of CT capabilities 

throughout their study. 
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43 
 

 
 

6.2.3 Post-course strategies 

These following strategies are recommended to be implemented at the end of course 

programme for international postgraduate students since it will keep cultivate their 

development of CT capabilities after they graduate. 
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6.2.4 Overall summary of discussion strategies to improve CT (recommendation) 

Based on all above proposed strategies, it is essential to consistently apply these strategies 

throughout the mentioned three course stages to ensure the enhance of development of CT 

capabilities among international postgraduate students would be successful as planned. Peer-

review and internal feedback are also suggested to review the proposed strategies which can 

be used for improvement and possibly arise new/better strategies. 
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7. Limitation 

The researcher also encounters some limitations during the research, specifically on data 

collection phase such as not all participants are willing to participate on the interview. Time 

limitation and COVID-19 factors also changes the interview methods by utilising Microsoft 

Teams and Zoom apps to do online interview rather than face to face interview. The sample 

size also become limitation as the researcher only manages to interview 3 lecturers and 

managers due to time limitation and busy schedule. Thus, it is recommended to have more 

sample size on lecturers and managers that could be taken more from various institutions and 

work industries for further research. The reliability of the data analysis could be enhanced when 

more data could be collected. The validity of the study could also be improved by doing future 

studies on the same topic with different methods such as quantitative or mixed-method 

research. 

 

8. Conclusion 

The development of CT capabilities is necessary to ensure students will have prosperous future 

in education, business/industry, and daily life. However, CT has become issues in higher 

education level, especially for international postgraduate students. Thus, this research is raised 

with its aim in evaluating factors contributing to CT capabilities for international postgraduate 

students to enhance their CT capabilities for coping with present-day business and society as 

well as thrive into having successful future in study, professional work, and everyday life. 

There are two research questions asked (1) difficulties/challenges that contribute to the 

development of CT capabilities for international postgraduate students and (2) strategies that 

would help their improvement for CT capabilities. 

 

Since this research is focused on specific topic and regarded  as “single-case” study, a 

qualitative method is performed. For data collection, after gaining ethics approval, semi-

structured interview is used on selected 3 groups of participants (students, lecturers, and 

managers), which is known as purposive sampling with total of 26 participants. Thematic 

analysis was applied during data analysis to answer research questions. 

 

This report identified the six main factors of barriers to CT development for international 

postgraduate students to answer first research question which are language barrier, cultural 

background, previous education system, time management, prior experience with CT, and one-

sided opinion. For second research question, this report specified three strategies for CT 
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capabilities improvement of international postgraduate students and later proposed to become 

the research recommendation. It is suggested to be applied across three phases of course 

programme which are pre-course, in-course, and post-course strategies. Lastly, there are some 

limitations on this research such as time limitation and sample size. The reliability and validity 

of the study could be improved by doing future studies with different methods such as 

quantitative or mixed-method research with more sample size. 
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