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A1 What Is Authentic Content?

Authentic Material is not adapted; 

it can be used in ELT classes, but 

it was not intended for that purpose.

Authentic Content is based on real ideas, 

real language, real information, and so on; 

it is often adapted for ELT classes.
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A1 What Is Authentic Content?

Videos
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A2 Why Is Authentic Content Useful?

The language they learn inside the classroom 

has been so carefully graded and explained 

that it may not help outside the classroom.

Many language learners have experienced 

the “Real World Problem.”
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Excuse me? 

How much 

this is, 

please?

It’s just been 

marked down, 

so one for two 

or three for 

five, OK?
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Thank 

you.

You’re 

welcome!
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A2 Why Is Authentic Content Useful?

This is especially important in the 21st

century because technology makes it very 

easy for people to create non-real content.

And if students mostly see non-real content, 

will they recognize authentic content when 

they see it?
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Is this is an award-winning National Geographic photo?
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A2 Why Is Authentic Content Useful?

Authentic content can also improve 

students’ ability to recognize what is real.

Authentic content can help students learn 

language that is useful for inside and outside 

the classroom.
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more authentic language
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more mature topics
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factual not fictional
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A2 Why Is Authentic Content Useful?

It is often interesting and motivating.

It practices key 21st century skills.

It focuses on real academic issues.

In addition, authentic content has some 

other advantages:
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real academic issues
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A3 How Can We Use Authentic Content Effectively?

It may be difficult for students.

It may be too long for teachers to use.

It may include controversial ideas.

Authentic content has benefits for language 

learning, but it also has some challenges:
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Text Inspector
www.textinspector.com

Readable.io
www.readable.io

Vocab Kitchen
www.vocabkitchen.com

choose material 

at the right level

Authentic content can be challenging, so …
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Authentic content can be challenging, so …
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act as a 

“tour guide”

use “Simple 

English”
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Authentic content can be challenging, so …

Property of National Geographic Learning.



use it over a 

longer period

break it 

into chunks

Authentic content may be too long, so …
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use shorter 

content

Authentic content may be too long, so …
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make your class 

a “sandbox”

Authentic content may be controversial, so …
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Find different 

content!

Authentic content may be controversial, so …
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1 What Are 21st Century Skills?

Why Are They Important?

What Is Difficult about Them?

2   What Approaches Can Help Students?

3   How Do These Approaches Work in Practice? 

Any questions about

Using Authentic Content Effectively?
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B1 What Is Critical Thinking?
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CreativityCollaborationommunication

Critical Thinking is one of four key 21st century skills (C21) 

for English language learners:
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Twenty-first century (21C) skills are the skills needed for 

success in the modern world according to:
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The Chinese government also feels

that C21 skills like critical thinking 

are very important.
文化基础

Knowledge

人文底蕴 humanities
科学精神 science

自主发展
Independence

学会学习
健康生活
learning 

and living

社会参与
Social 
engagement

责任担当
responsibility
实践创新
innovation

全面发
展的人

• Key competences of  
Chinese students’ 
development

• All-around development 

中国学生发展
核心素养

国家教育部学生发展核心素养研究协作组， 2016年9月
Core Competencies and Values for Chinese Students’ Development, 

Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, Sep. 2016
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We use critical thinking in 

most aspects of our daily lives …

B1 What is Critical Thinking?
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There are many different kinds 

of critical thinking …

B1 What is Critical Thinking?

Property of National Geographic Learning.



B1 What is Critical Thinking?

Property of National Geographic Learning.



B1 What is Critical Thinking?

Property of National Geographic Learning.



B1 What is Critical Thinking?

Property of National Geographic Learning.



Students might

•  lack training in thinking critically

•  lack language, knowledge, or confidence

•  find critical thinking tasks challenging

•  find tasks boring or demotivating

•  complete tasks without thinking critically
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Instructors might

•  lack time or resources

•  feel critical thinking tasks are unsuitable

•  have a limiting classroom context

•  lack knowledge about the topic

•  lack training in teaching critical thinking
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B3 How Can We Help Students Think Critically?

Here are some practical approaches to helping students 

think critically that I have used during my teaching career:

•  Explicitly teach critical thinking as a process

•  Explicitly teach strategies related to critical thinking

•  Set “micro” challenges that require critical thinkingProperty of National Geographic Learning.



Explicitly teach critical thinking as a process

Introduction

•  It is common to teach skills, such as writing or reading, 
as a process. 

•  Why not teach critical thinking and other C21 skills 
as a process, too?
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Explicitly teach critical thinking as a process

Example – Critical Thinking: Predicting

List things 
that are 

currently true
List possible 
changes in 
the future

Think how 
changes may 
affect things

Make 
informed 

predictions

Rank changes 
from most to 

least likely
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Explicitly teach critical thinking as a process

Benefits

•  Tasks that require critical thinking become easier 
because they become a series of clear steps.

•  Instructors can control the difficulty level of any task 
because they can control the number of steps.

•  Students get a confidence boost when they complete 
each step in the process.
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Explicitly teach strategies related to critical thinking

Introduction

•  A strategy is a plan or method for achieving a goal, 
especially one that helps increase effectiveness. 

•  We use strategies in almost every part of life, such as 
cooking, parenting, working, driving, and so on.

•  Why not teach students strategies to allow them 
to think critically more easily and effectively?
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Simple ActionableEffective

Explicitly teach strategies related to critical thinking

What is a strategy?

•  A good strategy should be …
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Explicitly teach strategies related to critical thinking

Example – Strategy for Critical Thinking

So, what are you 
going to do?

Um … Er … 
I don’t know!
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Explicitly teach strategies related to critical thinking

Example – Strategy for Critical Thinking

•  When you have to make a decision, ask yourself what 
another person would do in the same situation
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What 
would 

Li Wei do?

Explicitly teach strategies related to critical thinking

So, what are you 
going to do?

Um … Er …

Example – Strategy for Critical Thinking

I’ll speak to my 
professor!
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Explicitly teach strategies related to critical thinking

Simple ActionableEffective

Example – Strategy for Critical Thinking

•  When you have to make a decision, ask yourself what 
another person would do in the same situation
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Explicitly teach strategies related to critical thinking

Benefits

•  Strategies give students the feeling that they have 
a tool to help them deal with challenging tasks.

•  It is possible to come up with (or find) strategies for 
any task that requires critical thinking.

•  Instructors look intelligent when they give helpful 
strategies to their students!
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Set “micro” challenges that practice critical thinking

Introduction

•  ELT textbooks often explicitly label a task as being a 
“Critical Thinking” activity.

•  In real life, critical thinking is generally part of every 
task, not a task itself.

•  Why not give students more practice with critical 
thinking by setting “micro” critical thinking challenges?
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Set “micro” challenges that practice critical thinking

Example – Add “Micro” Challenges to Common Tasks

•  Check your answers with a partner.

 Check your answers with a partner without 
communicating directly with that person.
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Set “micro” challenges that practice critical thinking

Example – Add “Micro” Challenges to Common Tasks

•  Write a summary of the text.

 Write a 20-word summary of the text.

 Produce a summary of the text for a child.
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Set “micro” challenges that practice critical thinking

Example – Add “Micro” Challenges to Common Tasks

•  Why is answer B incorrect?

 Change answer B so that it becomes correct.

 Change the passage so that B becomes correct.
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Set “micro” challenges that practice critical thinking

Example – Add “Micro” Challenges to Common Tasks

•  Listen and answer the questions.

 Predict the answers before you listen. 
Then listen and check your ideas.

 Predict some words the speaker(s) will say based 
on the questions. Then listen to check your ideas.
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Set “micro” challenges that practice critical thinking

Example – Add “Micro” Challenges to Common Tasks

•  Work in a group. Discuss your opinions about the topic.

 Discuss your opinions about the topic. Then 
imagine that you are 20 years older. Would 
your opinions change? Why or why not?

 Discuss your opinions about the topic. Would 
people from 100 years ago agree with your views?
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Set “micro” challenges that practice critical thinking

Benefits

•  Students get more practice with critical thinking, 
so they quickly become better at it.

•  Students are constantly being challenged at a good 
level, so the class feels interesting and fresh.

•  Instructors can add “micro” challenges to any task.
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Set “micro” challenges that practice critical thinking

Final Point

•  The idea of adding “micro” challenges is similar to 
“demand high teaching”. 

• This is the name for a way of giving students challenges 
in order to help them learn more in the classroom.

• Demand high teaching was popularized by 
Jim Scrivener and Adrian Underhill.
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Talks Ernesto Sirolli

B3 How Can We Help Students Think Critically?

Property of National Geographic Learning.



Talks Ernesto Sirolli

Suggested Lesson Plan – Before Watching

•  Have students communicate in groups to share what they 
know about hippos. 

•  Ask students to think critically and discuss why you have just 
asked them to share what they know about hippos.

•  Elicit from students some strategies to use in order to 
recognize when somebody finds something funny.
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Talks Ernesto Sirolli

Suggested Lesson Plan – While Watching

•  Have students watch the video without sound and raise their 
hands when they think the audience is laughing. Turn the 
sound on for a few seconds to check. Then turn it off again.

•  Have students watch again (this time with sound) and then 
answer some comprehension questions:

e.g., When did Ernesto Sirolli first go to Africa?
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Talks Ernesto Sirolli

Suggested Lesson Plan – After Watching

•  Have students brainstorm some ways the people in Zambia 
could have stopped the hippos without hurting them.

•  Have students think critically to come up with some things 
people from Zambia might have said to Sirolli and the Italians.
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1 What Are 21st Century Skills?

Why Are They Important?

What Is Difficult about Them?

2   What Approaches Can Help Students?

3   How Do These Approaches Work in Practice? 

Any questions about

Strategies to Help Students 
Improve Critical Thinking?
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Thank you!
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Christien Lee
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