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Abstract 
Since acquiring critical thinking is a necessity to make sense of today’s world, many teachers are 
looking for effective strategies that they can utilize in their classrooms to help students become apt 
critical thinkers. The present study, therefore, aims to investigate some of those strategies by 
adopting a mixed-method action research approach that was designed to implement, track, and 
evaluate the impact of integrating critical thinking-based instruction and activities as a part of the 
school curriculum to promote critical thinking skills and dispositions among Moroccan high school 
students. The significance of this study lies in its contribution to the field of critical thinking-based 
instruction in EFL education, as it can inform teachers, curriculum developers, and other education 
stakeholders on how to enhance students’ critical thinking. Hence, the main questions posed by 
this study dealt with identifying the most effective instructional activities to develop students’ 
critical thinking and their impacts on students’ critical thinking skills and dispositions. The study 
sample consists of a class of 14 students who were selected to participate in a four-stage action 
research cycle for one school year. The 14 students were also invited to complete a questionnaire, 
and then six of them were selected to take part in semi-structured interviews. The study’s findings 
reveal a noticeable and encouraging improvement in students’ critical thinking skills and 
dispositions. Furthermore, the study provides practical implications for EFL teachers to promote 
students’ critical thinking without disrupting the school curriculum.  
Keywords: critical thinking, critical thinking dispositions, critical thinking skills, EFL teachers, 
mixed-method action research 
Cite as: EL-Asri, S., & El Karfa, A. (2024). A Mixed-Method Action Research on Promoting 
Critical Thinking in the Classroom: Implications for EFL Teachers. Arab World English Journal, 
15(2), 88- 304,  DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awej/vol15no2.18      
 
 

mailto:elasrisamiraa@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-7982-5796
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5927-2575


Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Volume 15. Number 2. June 2024                                 
A Mixed-Method Action Research on Promoting Critical Thinking                                       EL-Asri & El Karfa 

 

  
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       
www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

289 
 

 

Introduction  
One of the main goals of education worldwide nowadays is the development of students’ 

critical thinking prowess as it constitutes a significant pillar of the 21st-century learning framework 
(Kokkidou, 2013; Liu et al., 2014; Sellars et al., 2018), and the Moroccan education system is in 
line with this goal. Consequently, the Moroccan education system has made many reforms to 
accommodate this emerging trend to enhance the quality of its education by propagating and 
establishing the different pillars of this framework including critical thinking in the classroom 
(Ibourk, 2016). Most of those reforms have aimed at shifting the education system from the 
traditional trend to a more modern one by adopting approaches such as the competency-based 
approach and the humanistic approach, which are known to focus more on the learners and their 
role as active agents in the education system. Teachers, therefore, find themselves in a critical 
juncture as they are required to adopt and apply learning approaches to encourage students to think 
critically and help them develop their thinking abilities and express their opinions and ideas more 
fluently.  

However, most teachers are unable to do so not only because most of them view critical 
thinking as “notoriously difficult to teach and develop” (Nieto & Saiz, 2011, p. 202) but also due 
to the heavy emphasis on standardized tests, especially at the level of secondary school, which as 
research has frequently shown (e.g., Paul & Edler, 2006; Bensley et al., 2010) seldom aim at 
developing students’ critical thinking (Chouari & Nachit, 2016). Hence, they focus more on 
teaching for the test with so little or no time to develop such skills and “end up teaching students 
what to think instead of teaching them how to think” (Rouijel & Bouziane, 2020, p.24) which 
results in many students leaving high school and venturing into academia suffering from a 
deficiency at the level of critical thinking (The Superior Council of Education and Training and 
Scientific Research, 2016 as cited Rouijel & Bouziane, 2020).  Teachers of languages, including 
EFL teachers, also find themselves devoting a considerable amount of time to the teaching of 
grammar rules and vocabulary and neglecting developing their students’ critical thinking in the 
process. Another reason is that most teachers find it challenging to implement critical thinking-
based instruction in class due to insufficient knowledge of the concept (Li, 2016). However, it has 
been well-established in the literature of language education that developing students’ thinking 
leads to the development of students’ language proficiency (Liu & Stapleton, 2018; Saleh, 2019, 
p.3). 

In this context, the present research aims to investigate feasible alternative practices and 
recommendations that can be adopted and implemented in the EFL classroom at the secondary 
level to promote students’ critical thinking in conjunction with the current practices that focus on 
preparing students to sit for standardized tests through a process of action research model. Hence, 
this study is an attempt to add to the emerging body of research in the field of EFL teaching as it 
aims to provide implications for teachers to improve critical thinking-based instruction in the EFL 
classroom. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the findings of this study contribute significantly to 
the new and scarce literature on developing critical thinking in the EFL classroom in secondary 
schools through adopting effective critical thinking-based instruction in the Moroccan educational 
context. 

Hence, the present study applies a mixed-method action research model first to investigate 
students’ awareness of the importance of critical thinking, and the main factors that affect its 
development from their perspective. The study also aims to identify the most effective in-class 
critical thinking-based instructional strategies and activities that may contribute to developing 
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critical thinking skills and dispositions, and the impacts of such an instruction on enhancing 
students’ critical thinking awareness and ability. To meet the research objectives, this study is 
designed to reply to the following questions: 
 What is students’ level of awareness of the importance of critical thinking? 
 What are the factors that hinder the development of students’ critical thinking? 
 What are the best instructional activities for promoting students’ critical thinking? 
 What are the impacts of these activities on students’ critical thinking? 

In this framework, a hypothesis is put forward stipulating that using effective critical 
thinking-based instructional methods and strategies within an action research model may likely 
promote students’ critical thinking awareness and skills in the classroom and beyond.  

 
Literature Review 
Critical Thinking Definition  

It is very imperative to put forward a relevant definition for critical thinking because as one 
defines it, in this case, the teacher will be able to teach it and assess it (Johnson & Hamby, 2015, 
p.419). Since critical thinking has become such a common buzzword in education, there has been 
a plethora of definitions of this term. For instance, McPeck (1981, p.7) defines critical thinking as 
“the skill and propensity to engage in an activity with reflective skepticism” (as cited in Nieto & 
Saiz, 2011, p.202). Ennis (1996) adds to the previous definition and defines it as “reasonable, 
reflective thinking that is focused on deciding what to believe or do” (p.166). Paul and Elder (2008) 
view critical thinking as “the art of analyzing and evaluating thinking with a view to improving it” 
(p.2). They also highlight a specific type of thinking called ‘egocentric standard’ that most students 
resort to in the classroom, which is mainly based on whether they agree or disagree with a 
particular issue, relying on their personal beliefs in the process (Paul & Elder, 2013); it is a type 
of thinking that is subjective and “inconsistent with the spirit of critical inquiry and can lead to 
intellectual sophistry and manipulation” (Cosgrove, 2011, p.345). Hence, it is vital to inform 
students on how to think more objectively. To do so, however, students’ critical thinking must be 
improved, which means that their critical thinking skills and critical thinking dispositions must be 
nurtured (Bensley & Murtagh, 2011; Zhao et al., 2016), and their ability to intentionally use them 
in given situations (Bensley & Murtagh, 2011).  

 
Teacher's Role in Implementing Critical Thinking-Based Instruction  

The literature on critical thinking-based instruction has always suggested that teachers need 
to be critical thinkers themselves to teach it (Zhang, 2022). The teacher plays a significant role in 
facilitating critical thinking-based instruction because she helps students become aware of their 
assumptions and those of others and reflect on them (Mezirow, 1997; Christie et al., 2015) and 
guides them to make effective changes in their frames of reference (Mezirow, 1997). In this regard, 
Li (2016) argues that implementing a critical thinking-based approach is dependent on the belief 
and conceptualization of what critical thinking is and how teachers practice it in their classrooms. 
Similarly, Abrami et al. (2015) postulate that promoting students’ critical thinking skills and 
dispositions depends on teachers’ critical thinking experience, preparation, and availability. Hence, 
it is the teacher’s responsibility to make use of and implement suitable teaching methods in the 
classroom (Lampert, 2006 as cited in Karami et al., 2012) as well as provide a classroom 
environment that allows students to “experience both certainty and uncertainty of knowledge and 
knowing to develop their ability to evaluate conflicting views or evidence” (Cheng & Wan, 2017, 
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p.157). However, to do so, the teacher should have a good knowledge of those methods and the 
strategies that can positively influence students’ ability to think critically (Karami et al., 2012). 
Hence, having such knowledge enables the teacher to give specific instructions, implement 
interventions (Niu et al., 2013), and design classroom activities that aim to improve students’ 
critical thinking. 

 
Interventions of Promoting Critical Thinking in the Classroom 

Many activities are used to promote and assess students’ critical thinking, such as debates, 
interviews, presentations, compositions, cooperative tasks, self-assessment and self-evaluation, 
role plays, and project-based activities (Marin & Pava, 2017). Yet, one of the best and most agreed-
on activities in the literature is to engage students in discussions in which they listen and exchange 
their ideas and arguments with each other in a process of give and take (Chaffee, 2019) by asking 
and answering questions (Bezanilla et al., 2019). Questioning is essential as it is one of the main 
qualities of critical thinkers (Saleh, 2019). Jamiai and El Karfa (2022) also highlight the 
importance of questioning and believe that it is the basis for creating a communicative-oriented 
approach between the teacher and her students (p. 121) as this approach helps in generating 
“communication environments to exchange ideas” (Marin & Pava, 2017, p. 84) and act the basis 
for all other classroom activities. In this regard, Jamiai and El Karfa (2022) recommend using 
“open-ended and challenging questioning practice; indirect and tolerant error treatment patterns; 
open patterns of communication and social organization, and the creation of a safe environment in 
the classroom” (p. 122).  

 
Previous studies on Implementing Critical Thinking-Based Instruction in Secondary Education  

In the Moroccan education context, the integration and implementation of critical thinking-
based instruction in school in general and the EFL classroom in particular at a secondary level is 
still somewhat of a novelty, which explains the scarcity of research and experience related to this 
field of study.  The literature also reveals that a great majority of previous research focused mainly 
on developing critical thinking at the level of higher education (e.g., Chouari and Nachit, 2016; 
Rouijel and Bouziane, 2020; Ghazlane et al., 2020; Aouaf et al., 2023) with few exceptions that 
focused on secondary education (e.g., Mrah, 2017, Jebbour, 2019). However, most of those few 
studies done at a secondary level investigated EFL and ESL textbooks to see whether they promote 
critical thinking or not, except one study, which was done by Daniel et al. (2017) to examine the 
use of open philosophically-oriented questions to foster critical thinking among five groups of 
Moroccan pupils aged between 10 to 15 years old with 30 pupils in each group from two primary 
and secondary schools public schools in Rabat.  

Therefore, the need to conduct more studies at the secondary level and investigate the 
implementation and development of critical thinking among students in the EFL classroom is 
crucial to fill this research gap and pave the way for other future studies that target critical thinking-
based instruction in Moroccan education settings.  

 
Method 

To meet the study objectives, a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods has 
been employed in a mixed-method action research design. 
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Research approach  
The choice of conducting mixed-method action research design is most efficient for the 

purposes intended behind this study as it yields a strong methodological approach, and foundation 
that targets practical classroom problems (Ivankova, 2015). Moreover, Ivankova and Wingo (2018) 
advance that opting for quantitative and qualitative methods and combining them with action 
research “can produce more scientifically sound and more transferable results” (p. 2) and can help 
“secure an effective and scientifically sound approach to action/intervention planning, 
implementation, and monitoring” (p. 9). This study also adopts a transformative learning 
framework within this model of mixed-method action research as they both aim to make better 
changes (Mezirow, 1991 as cited in Christie et al., 2015).  

Furthermore, the use of educational action research in this study is suitable to investigate 
the research questions of this study as it closely aligns with “classroom inquiry that guides practice 
through activities, interventions, and reflection that teachers engage in as part of their day-to-day 
work and can be undertaken by individual teacher-researchers” (Brown et al., 2013, p. 62). 
Teachers play a leading role in this type of research because they become researchers who 
investigate what is happening in their classroom to improve their teaching practices which in turn 
leads them to become “active partners in leading school improvement” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 
2009; Hopkins, 2008 as cited in Efron & Ravid, 2013, p. 2), especially if the teacher (and in this 
case also students) who is considered the primary audience and recipient of the findings of this 
research choose to share conclusions with secondary audiences such as other colleagues and 
educators inside the school and beyond it (Oranga & Gisore, 2023). Moreover, the teacher can 
often collaborate with other academic partners (Kemmis et al., 2014) with more experience and 
expertise and who will help improve the quality of teaching practices. 

 
Participants  

The study participants consisted of 14 students who were at the time of the study in their 
final year of high school. The students were involved in the study for a year. They were physics 
sciences stream students and belonged to the same class in a public high school in Taounate, 
Morocco. They were selected to take part in this study using convenience sampling. This type of 
sampling was opted for due to the availability of the students at the time of the study, and their 
willingness to take part in the research. The students had three hours of English per week as 
mandated by official guidelines, and they were examined in English as a part of the national 
baccalaureate exam at the end of the school year.  

For the students’ English language level, they ranged from pre-intermediate to upper-
intermediate. There were 42.9% male students, 57.1% female students and their ages ranged from 
16-18 (71.4%) to 18-20 (28.6%). A majority of 64.3% had been students in the same teacher’s 
class for two consecutive years. The classroom size and the number of participants were ideal for 
the study as it does not require a large sample population. 

 
Data Collection Procedures  

The main data collection procedure used in this study is practical action research. This 
action research, as shown in Figure One, was adapted from and designed based on Kemmis and 
Mctaggart’s (1988) four moments or stages cycle. The four-stage cycle begins by planning for an 
action, implementing that action using interventive strategies, observing the action, and then 
reflecting on it. 
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Figure 1. The four stages of the implemented action research  
Before beginning the action research cycles, students were introduced to the skills used to analyze 
and argue critically in class. Students were also introduced to three different types of student talk 
in the classroom, as has been advanced by Mercer (1995), which are exploratory talk that demands 
students to “engage with one another’s ideas in a critically constructive manner, providing 
suggestions and comments for joint consideration, challenging and counter-challenging one 
another’s viewpoints with justifications, and proposing alternative perspectives,” disputational talk 
that “contains disagreement and assertions without reasons,” and cumulative talk which “features 
uncritical statements leading to common knowledge by accumulation” (as cited in Liang & Fung, 
2020, p. 6). The students were required to take note of the three talks and opt for an exploratory 
talk when defending their ideas and using their arguments. 

The second data collection procedure used in this study is a questionnaire given to the 
students to complete online after the end of the action research cycle. The first three parts of the 
questionnaire focused mainly on students’ views on the factors that hinder critical thinking 
development in the classroom, the practical in-class activities that help in developing critical 
thinking, and the teacher’s role and presence in fostering critical thinking. Part four which was 
adapted from Anderson and Krathwohl’s (2001) revised version of Bloom’s taxonomy of critical 
thinking skills and Facione et al., (1994) list of critical thinking dispositions, was reserved for 
students’ personal reflection on to what extent they have developed their critical thinking abilities. 
The questionnaire was designed on a Five-point Likert Scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 
3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly disagree). 

To have a more in-depth reflection and seek more details and comprehensive data, semi-
structured interviews were carried out with six randomly selected students of the sample 
population. The semi-structured interview included nine open-ended questions that aimed at 
gaining more insight into students’ experiences and improvement and reflection after the end of 
the year. 
 
Data Analysis 

The action research cycle was designed according to the suggested framework by Kemmis 
and Mctaggart (1988). The stages of the cycle were recorded manually by the teacher in the form 
of a reflection logbook to track the stages of planning, implementation, observation, and reflection 
of the implemented activities and their effect on students’ critical thinking. As for the 
questionnaire, the data were computed and analyzed using the Statistics Package for the Social 

Planning
• The planning of critical thinking-based activities in parallel with the curriculum.

Action

• The implementation of critical thinking-based activities in conjuction with the 
required objectives.

Observation 
• The observation of students critical thinking development.  

Reflection 
• The evaluation of the implemented activities to identify weaknesses and strengths. 
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Science (SPSS) version 27.0 and Microsoft Excel. Finally, the interviews were transcribed and 
themed using a content analysis approach. 

 
Results  
Findings from the Action Research  

The action research cycle stages which as summarized in Appendix A, tracks the beginning 
of the teacher’s intervention and use of critical thinking-based instruction from the planning stage 
to final reflection stage. The final stage which concludes with a reflection moment highlights the 
differences observed in students’ thinking from the teacher’s point of view based on the notes taken 
throughout the process.  

At the level of critical thinking skills, the observation checklist included six primary skills 
as proposed by Anderson and Krathwohl’s (2001) revised version of Bloom’s Taxonomy. The skills 
descending from higher-order thinking skills to lower-order thinking skills are as follows: 
Creating, Evaluating, Analyzing, Applying, Understanding, and Remembering. Students’ 
development in those skills was tracked individually for each student using a scale of 1. Excellent, 
2. Good, 3. Satisfactory, and 4. Needs improvement. During the observation and reflection phases, 
most students showed a considerable improvement at the level of higher-order thinking skills 
especially when they were analyzing their ideas and making connections with their ideas and those 
of their classmates as well as when discussing different topics and evaluating the new information 
and ideas presented to them. They also showed apparent differences in their level of remembering 
basic concepts and facts, understanding received information, and applying it in new contexts. 
However, some students showed less improvement in these skills. The reason behind this is that 
they found the language as a barrier to sharing their ideas and opinions. However, though language 
posed a barrier for some, students still managed to make use of exploratory talk and they reminded 
each other during discussions to minimize cumulative talk, and avoid disputational talk as much 
as possible when presenting their arguments or responding to those of their peers. 

As for students’ motivation and disposition to apply those previously observed skills, most 
students showed high levels of curiosity to learn about new issues and formulate questions 
concerning them, especially when the topics of discussion were of interest to them. Half of them 
were also open-minded to explore alternative points of view and demand justifications when 
processing new information. Few students, however, seemed less interested in weighing in and 
presenting their point of view, and when they were asked about the reasons behind this, they 
chalked it up to tiredness and demotivation.  

 
Findings from the Questionnaires and Interviews  

One of the first questions that students were required to answer was related to their 
awareness of the importance of developing critical thinking. The results as shown by Figure Two 
below, reveal that more than half of the students (57.1%) believe that critical thinking is important 
whereas 42.9% voted maybe and 0% voted no. In the interviews, most students confirmed their 
awareness of how important critical thinking is, such as Student Two, who stated that “Critical 
thinking is very important, as it enables us to have the ability to use our brains correctly, meaning 
that we do not consume the ideas that are presented to us before we are sure of their validity, and 
that we build logical ideas that come from us, not by following others.” Similarly, Student Five 
advanced, “I am aware of my critical thinking ability, especially in evaluating information, forming 
logical arguments, and expressing ideas coherently.” He further added that “Critical thinking is an 
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essential skill as it enables individuals to solve problems, make informed decisions, and navigate 
complex situations effectively.”  

 
Figure 2. Students’ level of awareness of critical thinking importance 

For the second question, students were asked about the factors that hinder their overall 
development of critical thinking. The results were close, as shown in Figure Three, for the factor 
of “heavy focus on the language system (grammar and vocabulary) over communicative skills,’ 
28.6% of the students equally strongly agreed and agreed that it impedes the development of their 
thinking whereas 35.7% opted for neutral. As for the second factor which is the ‘language barrier 
and low level of English’ 37.5% of students agreed and disagreed that it affects their development 
of critical thinking. 28.6% of students equally strongly agreed, agreed, and disagreed with the third 
factor, which is “Affective factors such as speaking anxiety, inhibition, and lack of motivation.” In 
contrast, 35.7% of them agreed and 21.4% strongly agreed with factor four “the teacher devote 
time mainly to teaching the important aspects of language mainly comprehension, grammar, and 
writing.” When asked about the factors that hinder students’ development of critical thinking, 
Student Four listed several factors that he found hindering the development of his and his 
classmates’ critical thinking not just in English but in other subjects as well; he stated, “I find that 
adopting the lecture method most of the time, not doing practical experiments, and not allowing 
students to put forward views and discuss. Also, not giving students enough waiting time while 
answering questions is one of the biggest problems we as students face.” As for Student Six, she 
believed the main factors are a lack of topical knowledge and bad communication skills; she stated, 
“I think that the lack of information and communication skills causes an obstacle to the 
development of our critical thinking.” Other factors, which were mainly affective factors, were 
highlighted by Student Three, who said, “I think being afraid of telling their honest critical opinion 
is one of the biggest problems that face students when it comes to students’ development; also, not 
being aware of the expressions that should be used in this skill.” 
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Figure 3. Factors that hinder the development of critical thinking from students’ view 

For the third question, which aimed at exploring the best classroom activities to promote 
critical thinking from students’ view, the students were asked to rank the different activities from 
the most effective one to the least effective one. The results shown in Figure Four reveal that 
students preferred the activity of ‘class discussions’ as 71.4% of them ranked it first. As for the 
activities ‘justifying an opinion’ and ‘oral presentations’ they were both ranked second by 50% of 
respondents whereas ‘constructing and asking questions’ and ‘learning new vocabulary’ were also 
equally ranked third by 42.9%. Concerning the activities ‘answering questions’ and ‘debates,’ they 
were ranked fourth by 28.6%. Finally, ‘reflective interactions’ was ranked by only 7.1% as the 
least relevant activity. These preferences were also evidenced in the interviews as most students 
preferred certain activities over others; for instance, Student Three stated, “This year, I loved a lot 
of the activities that we used to participate in, like debates, class discussions, and oral 
presentations.” Student Five also said that “Activities like group discussions, and creative writing 
have been particularly interesting in class.” Similarly, Student Two mentioned, “Some of my 
favorite class activities are: class discussions and debates between students about a certain 
controversial topic or issue.” In this regard, Student Four shared how he appreciated the time 
allocated for discussing questions and topics; he said, “The activity I liked most was at the end of 
each lesson that there was some time allocated to answer our questions. Also, at the end of the 
lesson, a classmate would suggest a topic, and we discussed it.”  
 

                   
Figure 4. Students’ ranking of classroom activities that promote their critical thinking 
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As for the final research question of this study, which aimed to explore the impacts of these 
activities on students’ critical thinking, students were asked whether they felt a difference in the 
level of their thinking after or not. As shown in Figure Five, a majority of 85.7% of them voted 
yes, whereas only 14.3 voted no.   

 
Figure 5. Difference in the level of students’ thinking from students’ view 

Students were also asked to report on how they evaluated their thinking skills after the end 
of the action research cycles and the school year. The skills were the same as the ones used in the 
observation checklist and included six primary skills proposed by Anderson and Krathwohl’s 
(2001) revised version of Bloom’s Taxonomy. The students mainly reported positive results at the 
level of all six skills as displayed in Figure Six; for instance, 78.6%, 57.1%, 57.1% of students 
voted good on the following skills: evaluating skill, creating skill and applying skill respectively. 
Also, a majority of 64.3% voted fair on their level of analyzing skill, and 50% voted fair on their 
level of understanding and remembering.  

As for students’ critical thinking dispositions, students were also asked to report on the 
extent to which they could perform five main mental tasks, as proposed by Facione (2000). Most 
of them reported positive levels that ranged from extremely to very, as indicated in Figure Seven; 
for example, 64.5% of students voted that they could process information in an organized and 
precise manner to a very large extent, and 42.9% reported that they have become open-minded to 
explore new alternatives views to an equally extreme and very large extent.  

 
Figure 6. Students’ critical thinking skills development  
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Figure 7. Students’ critical thinking dispositions development  

Different testimonies from the interviews reinforce this impact of integrating critical 
thinking-based instruction and activities in the classroom and the positive results reported by 
students in the questionnaires at the level of their skills and dispositions. An example of this is 
Student Three, who shared how her experience in the classroom has positively  influenced her 
critical thinking as well as communication; she stated, “Indeed, my experience in the English class 
has enhanced my critical thinking because now I have become more aware of this skill and I 
learned to speak loudly about what I don't like without being afraid of how others are going to see 
me.” Likewise, Student Three reported, “So in the beginning, I had difficulties in using the mind 
instead of emotions, but thanks to the English class, I could use the mind instead of emotions. It 
also helped me to develop better levels of thinking and criticism.” Another testimony that was 
shared by Student Two sheds light on how her experience in class improved her critical thinking 
as she said, “My experience in the English class has helped me a lot in this because I often accepted 
the idea as it was and believed it without analyzing it, but in class with our teacher we would 
discuss many ideas and we would analyze them and see how true they were.” Similarly, Student 
Five stated, “My experience in the English class has enhanced my critical thinking ability by 
engaging me with different viewpoints and articulating my thoughts effectively.” 

 
Discussion  

The current study aimed to investigate and highlight the best critical thinking-based 
instructional strategies that can be adopted to promote students’ critical thinking skills and 
dispositions. Hence, the study was carried out to address and answer the following four guiding 
questions: “What is students’ level of awareness of the importance of critical thinking? What are 
the factors that hinder the development of students’ critical thinking? What are the best 
instructional activities for promoting students’ critical thinking? What are the impacts of these 
activities on students’ critical thinking?” through adopting a mixed-method action research with 
one class for one school year. The findings revealed that most students reported that they were 
aware of the importance of critical thinking and believed that the main factors that hindered the 
development of their critical thinking were affective factors (i.e., speaking anxiety, inhibition, lack 
of motivation), and the teacher’s devoting more time to teaching the important aspects of language 
(i.e., comprehension, grammar, and writing). As for the language barrier and low level of English, 
half of the students believed it hindered their critical thinking development whereas the other half 
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disagreed. This disparity is mainly due to the different language levels among students in the class 
which has been apparent during the observation moment during the action research cycle. These 
findings support the view of Özkaya and Semerci (2022), who classified the barriers that impede 
promoting critical thinking into individual barriers and environmental barriers.  

In addition, the previously presented findings and data from the action research, 
questionnaires, and interviews report a significant development of students’ critical thinking skills 
and abilities after the implementation of critical thinking-based instruction and activities, which 
aligns with the reflection moment insights collected after the end of the action research cycle by 
the teacher and which highlighted how the adoption of such instruction had an impact on students 
thinking abilities and the overall manifestation of such abilities. Such an improvement serves the 
purpose of adopting and adapting action research to enhance students’ learning (e.g., Burton & 
Bartlett, 2005; Fox et al., 2007; Herr & Nihlen, 2007; Jarvis, 1999; Menter et al., 2011 as cited in 
Efron and Ravid, 2013) and develop their critical thinking abilities over a long period of exposure 
(in this study, a full academic year), which is procedure that has been pinpointed by Niu et al. 
(2013) to be more effective in accumulating critical thinking skills and dispositions. The findings, 
hence, prove the hypothesis stipulated earlier which put forward that applying critical thinking-
based instructional interventions and strategies, namely exploratory talk-based activities such as 
classroom discussions, within an action research model leads to promoting students’ critical 
thinking awareness and skills in the classroom and beyond.  

 
Limitations and Future Implications  

Even though one of the known limitations of action research is its limited generalizability, 
the findings of this study are promising as they prove that students can improve their critical 
thinking through using critical thinking-based instruction and activities without making any 
disruptions or reconstructions of the school’s curriculum a suggested by Marin and Halpern (2011). 
Additionally, by adopting mixed methods procedures into the action research cycle, a more ‘solid 
ground’ has been provided to sustain the resulting changes and to guarantee the implementation of 
the action/intervention results in other professional contexts (Ivankova, 2015). Moreover, the 
current study determines the overall development of critical thinking, including skills and 
dispositions. At the same time, there should be specific related-topic research on how certain 
activities (e.g., debates, questioning) can lead to developing certain skills and dispositions. 
Furthermore, further hypotheses can be formulated and investigated concerning different critical 
thinking-based instructional interventions such as immersion-based instructional interventions and 
infusion-based instructional interventions and their effectiveness in the context of EFL education 
at the secondary level.   

 
Conclusion 

The current study aimed to investigate how adopting action research to implement critical 
thinking-based instruction in the EFL classroom can help promote students’ critical thinking 
without reconstructing the curriculum. The encouraging observable results obtained from the 
action research reflection stage and supplemented by findings from the questionnaires and 
interviews carried out with students align with previous conclusions found in the literature and can 
be added to the scarce research on students’ development of critical thinking at the level of 
secondary education level. The study showed that students’ awareness of the importance of critical 
thinking in today’s world is evident. The study also revealed that two of the primary factors that 
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can cause a hindrance in the development of critical thinking from students’ point of view are 
affective factors and the time devoted to teaching important aspects of the language over engaging 
in activities that can foster critical thinking abilities. More importantly, the current study yielded a 
positive impact of implementing critical thinking-based instruction at the level of both students’ 
critical thinking skills and dispositions as well as their manifestation of those skills and 
dispositions through the intensive use of exploratory talk during the activities done in class over a 
long period of exposure. The findings of this study provide a promising example to EFL teachers 
and practitioners to support students’ critical thinking development in the classroom. 
 
Funding: This research is not funded.  
 
Acknowledgments: Not applicable.  
 
Conflicts of Interest 
The authors declare no conflict of interest. 
 
Authenticity: This manuscript is an original work 
 
Artificial Intelligence Statement: AI and AI-assisted technologies were not used. 
 
About the authors: 
Samira EL-Asri is an English language instructor. She is currently conducting her PhD research 
on the manifestation of critical thinking in speaking among students at the Faculty of Letters and 
Human Sciences, Sidi Mohammed Ben Abdellah University, Fez, Morocco. Her main areas of 
interest include Critical Thinking, Language Teaching and Learning, Cross-Cultural Learning. 
ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0009-0009-7982-5796 
 
Dr. Abderrahim El Karfa is a Professor of English and Applied Linguistics in the Department of 
English at the Faculty of Letters and Human Sciences, Sidi Mohammed Ben Abdellah University, 
Fez, Morocco. His main research and training interests are Applied Linguistics, Leadership and 
Education, Language Education Policy, Citizenship Education, Lifelong Learning, Critical 
Thinking Education, Gender and Education, and Education for Sustainable Development. 
elkarfa@yahoo.fr   ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5927-2575 
 
References 
Abrami, P. C., Bernard, R. M., Borokhovski, E., Waddington, D. I., Wade, A., & Persson, T. 

(2015). Strategies for teaching students to think critically: A meta-analysis. Review of 
Educational Research, 85(2), 275-314. 

Anderson, L.W., & Krathwohl, D. (2001). A Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching and Assessing: A 
Revision of Bloom's Taxonomy of Educational Objectives. New York: NY: Longman. 

Aouaf, S., Azzouzi, L., & Housni, H. (2023). Perceived barriers to critical thinking development: 
The Student’s View. International Journal of Linguistics, Literature and Translation, 6(2), 
63–69. https://doi.org/10.32996/ijllt.2023.6.2.10  

Bensley, D. A., & Murtagh, M. P. (2011). Guidelines for a scientific approach to critical thinking 
assessment. Teaching of Psychology, 39(1), 5-16. doi:10.1177/0098628311430642  

mailto:elkarfa@yahoo.fr


Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Volume 15. Number 2. June 2024                                 
A Mixed-Method Action Research on Promoting Critical Thinking                                       EL-Asri & El Karfa 

 

  
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       
www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

301 
 

 

Bensley, D. A., Crowe, D. S., Bernhardt, P., Buckner, C., & Allman, A. L. (2010). Teaching and 
assessing critical thinking skills for argument analysis in psychology. Teaching of 
Psychology, 37(2), 91–96. https://doi.org/10.1080/00986281003626656 

Bezanilla, M. J., Fernández-Nogueira, D., Poblete, M., & Galindo-Domínguez, H. 
(2019). Methodologies for teaching-learning critical thinking in higher education: The 
teacher’s view. Thinking Skills and Creativity, 33(9). Doi: 10.1016/j.tsc.2019.100584  

Brown, B., Dressler, R., Eaton, S. E., & Jacobsen, M. (2015). Practicing what we teach: Using 
action research to learn about teaching action research. The Canadian Journal of Action 
Research, 16(3), 61–78. https://doi.org/10.33524/cjar.v16i3.228  

Chaffee, J. (2019). Thinking critically (12th ed.). Cengage Learning Asia Pte Ltd.  
Cheng, M. H., & Wan, Z. H. (2017). Exploring the effects of classroom learning environment on 

Critical Thinking Skills and Disposition: A Study of Hong Kong 12th graders in liberal 
studies. Thinking Skills and Creativity, 24, 152–163. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2017.03.001  

Chouari, A., & Nachit, M. (2016). Teaching and assessing 21st century critical thinking skills in 
Morocco: A case study. Arab World English Journal, 7(4), 21-41. 
doi:10.24093/awej/vol7no4.3 

Christie, M., Carey, M., Robertson, A., & Grainger, P. (2015). Putting transformative learning 
theory into practice. Australian Journal of Adult Learning, 55(1), 9–30. 

Cosgrove, R. (2011). Critical thinking in the oxford tutorial: A call for an explicit and systematic 
approach. Higher Education Research &amp; Development, 30(3), 343–356. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2010.487259  

Daniel, M., Belghiti, K., & Auriac-Slusarczyk, E. (2017). Philosophy for children and the 
incidence of teachers’ questions on the mobilization of dialogical critical thinking in pupils. 
Creative Education, 08(06), 870-892. Doi: 10.4236/ce.2017.86063 

Efron, S. E., & Ravid, R. (2013). Action research in education: A practical guide (1st ed.). The 
Guilford Press.  

Ennis, R. (1996). Critical thinking dispositions: Their nature and assessability. Informal Logic, 
18(2), 165–182. https://doi.org/10.22329/il.v18i2.2378  

Ghazlane, I., Touri, B., Bergadi, M., & Marnoufi, K. (2020). critical thinking skills among 
moroccan phd students of health sciences. Psychological Applications and Trends. Doi: 
10.36315/2020inpact058.pdf 

Ibourk, A. (2016). Learning achievement in Morocco: A status assessment (Policy Brief 16-14). 
Available at https://www.policycenter.ma/publications/learning-achievement-morocco-
status-
assessment#:~:text=we%20rely%20on%20the%20international,deficits%20accumulated%
20throughout%20the%20years. 

Ivankova N. V. (2015). Mixed methods applications in action research: From methods to 
community action. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Ivankova, N., & Wingo, N. (2018). Applying mixed methods in action research: methodological 
potentials and advantages. American Behavioral Scientist, 62(7), 978–
997. Doi:10.1177/0002764218772673  

Jamiai, A., & El Karfa, A. (2022). Critical thinking practice in foreign language education 
classrooms. European Journal of English Language Teaching, 7(3), 114–125. 
https://doi.org/10.46827/ejel.v7i3.4322  

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1080/00986281003626656
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2017.03.001
https://www.policycenter.ma/publications/learning-achievement-morocco-status-assessment#:%7E:text=We%20rely%20on%20the%20international,deficits%20accumulated%20throughout%20the%20years
https://www.policycenter.ma/publications/learning-achievement-morocco-status-assessment#:%7E:text=We%20rely%20on%20the%20international,deficits%20accumulated%20throughout%20the%20years
https://www.policycenter.ma/publications/learning-achievement-morocco-status-assessment#:%7E:text=We%20rely%20on%20the%20international,deficits%20accumulated%20throughout%20the%20years
https://www.policycenter.ma/publications/learning-achievement-morocco-status-assessment#:%7E:text=We%20rely%20on%20the%20international,deficits%20accumulated%20throughout%20the%20years


Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Volume 15. Number 2. June 2024                                 
A Mixed-Method Action Research on Promoting Critical Thinking                                       EL-Asri & El Karfa 

 

  
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       
www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

302 
 

 

Jebbour, M. (2019). Exploring the manifestation of critical thinking in the Moroccan textbooks 
of English: The case of "Ticket 2 English". Journal of English Educators Society, 4(1), 39-
45. doi:10.21070/jees.v4i1.1783 

Johnson, R. H., & Hamby, B. (2015). A meta-level approach to the problem of defining ‘critical 
thinking.’ Argumentation, 29(4), 417–430. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-015-9356-4  

Karami, M., Pakmehr, H., & Aghili, A. (2012). Another view to importance of teaching methods 
in curriculum: Collaborative learning and students' critical thinking disposition. Procedia 
- Social and Behavioral Sciences, 46, 3266–3270. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.06.048  

Kemmis, S. & McTaggart, R. (1988). The Action Research Reader. Third edition. Deakin 
University Press, Victoria. 

Kemmis, S., McTaggart, R., & Nixon, R. (2014). The Action Research Planner. doi:10.1007/978-
981-4560-67-2  

Kokkidou, M. (2013). Critical thinking and school music education: Literature review, research 
findings, and perspectives. Journal for Learning Through the Arts, 9 (1). 
https://doi.org/10.21977/D9912644 Available at 
http://www.escholarship.org/uc/item/4dt433j3 

Li, L. (2016). Integrating thinking skills in foreign language learning: What can we learn from 
teachers’ perspectives? Thinking Skills and Creativity, 22, 273–288. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc. 2016.09.008 

Liang, W., & Fung, D. (2020). Fostering critical thinking in English-as-a-second-language 
classrooms: challenges and opportunities. Thinking Skills and Creativity, 100769. Doi: 
10.1016/j.tsc.2020.100769  

Liu, F., & Stapleton, P. (2018). Connecting writing assessment with critical thinking: An 
exploratory study of alternative rhetorical functions and objects of enquiry in writing 
prompts. Assessing Writing, 38, 10–20. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.asw.2018.09.001 

Liu, O. L., Frankel, L., & Roohr, K. C. (2014). Assessing critical thinking in higher education: 
Current state and directions for next-generation assessment. ETS Research Report Series, 
2014(1), 1–23. Doi:10.1002/ets2.12009  

Marin, M. A., & Pava, L. D. la. (2017). Conceptions of critical thinking from university EFL 
teachers. English Language Teaching, 10(7), 78-88. Doi:10.5539/elt.v10n7p78  

Mezirow, J. (1997). Transformative learning: Theory to practice. In P. Cranton (Ed.), New 
Directions for Adult and Continuing Education (Vol. 74, pp. 5–12). Essay, Jossey-Bass 
Publishers.  

Mrah, I. (2017). Developing higher order thinking skills: Towards a rethinking of EFL 
coursebooks in Moroccan high schools. Journal of English Language Teaching and 
Linguistics, 2(3), 225-243. doi:10.21462/jeltl.v2i3.79 

Nieto, A. M., & Saiz, C. (2011). Skills and dispositions of critical thinking: are they sufficient? 
Anales De Psicología, 11(1), 202–209. https://doi.org/http://revistas.um.es/analesps  

Niu, L., Behar-Horenstein, L. S., & Garvan, C. W. (2013). Do instructional interventions 
influence college students’ critical thinking skills? A meta-analysis. Educational Research 
Review, 9, 114–128. Doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2012.12.002 

Oranga, J. and Gisore, B. (2023). Action research in education. Open Access Library Journal, 10, 
1-10. Doi: 10.4236/oalib.1110306 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.06.048
http://www.escholarship.org/uc/item/4dt433j3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.%202016.09.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.asw.2018.09.001
https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1110306


Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Volume 15. Number 2. June 2024                                 
A Mixed-Method Action Research on Promoting Critical Thinking                                       EL-Asri & El Karfa 

 

  
  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       
www.awej.org 
ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

303 
 

 

Özkaya, Ö. M., & Semerci, N. (2022). The effects of learning activities on eliminating learners’ 
in-class barriers to critical thinking. Bartın Üniversitesi Eğitim Fakültesi Dergisi, 11(3), 
737–757. https://doi.org/10.14686/buefad.1120124  

Paul, R. & Eder, L. (2006). The miniature guide to critical thinking concepts and Tools (4th ed.). 
Dillon Beach, CA: Foundation for Critical Thinking. 

Paul, R. & Elder, L. (2013). Critical thinking: intellectual standards essential to reasoning well 
within every domain of human thought, Part two. Journal of Developmental Education, 
37(1), 32-36. 

Paul, R., & Elder, L. (2008). Intellectual Standards: The words that name them and the criteria 
that define them. CA: Foundation for Critical Thinking. 

Rouijel, E., & Bouziane, A. (2020). Moroccan middle-school, secondary and tertiary EFL 
teaching staff perceptions and instruction of critical thinking. European Journal of 
English Language Teaching, 5(3), 15-27. doi:10.5281/zenodo.3739309 

Saleh, S. E. (2019). Critical thinking as a 21st century skill: conceptions, implementation, and 
challenges in the EFL classroom. European Journal of Foreign Language Teaching, 4(1), 
1–16. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.2542838 

Sellars, M., Fakirmohammad, R., Bui, L., Fishetti, J., Niyozov, S., Reynolds, R., Thapliyal, N., 
Smith, Y., & Ali, N. (2018). Conversations on critical thinking: Can critical thinking find 
its way forward as the skill set and mindset of the century? Education Sciences, 8(4), 
205-234. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci8040205 

Zhang, Y. M. (2022). The Research on critical thinking teaching strategies in college English 
classroom. Creative Education, 13, 1469-1485. https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2022.134090 

Zhao, C., Pandian, A., & Singh, M. K. (2016). Instructional strategies for developing critical 
thinking in EFL classrooms. English Language Teaching, 9(10), 14-21. 
doi:10.5539/elt.v9n10p14 

 
 

Appendices 
Appendix A 

Table 1. Summary of stages and procedures of the action research cycle  
Stages  Procedure 
Planning • Shortage or lack of teaching opportunities to develop students’ 

critical thinking abilities was identified as the main issue in class. 
Consequently, the classroom objectives and lessons were designed 
to accommodate critical thinking-based activities without 
affecting the general guidelines that emphasize preparing students 
to sit for the final national baccalaureate exam at the end of the 
year. 

• Most lessons and worksheets included productive writing and 
speaking activities that targeted students’ critical thinking such as: 
open-ended discussions, debates, role-plays, interviews, etc. 

Action • At the implementation stage, students were instructed and 
encouraged to learn how to ask and use open-ended questions that 
require a complete answer from their peers. They were also 
instructed and encouraged to listen well to the asked questions, 
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analyze them and justify their answers using logical and sound 
arguments as well as reflect on their arguments.  

• Students were given various, recent and individualized topics to 
discuss and reflect on, and were occasionally asked to suggest 
topics that interested them.  

Observation  • A checklist for observations which included two main 
components: students’ engagement and motivation and use of 
critical thinking skills was developed based on Facione et al., 
(1994) and Facione (2000) lists of critical thinking skills and 
dispositions. 

• Notes were also written down in a manual reflective logbook for 
whole class performance and individual students after conducting 
activities that target students’ critical thinking. 

Reflection  • After all the previous stages were implemented, differences at the 
level of students’ thinking and active engagement were 
highlighted before and after implementation.  

• The activities used were also periodically evaluated to identify 
strengths and weaknesses.  
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