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Abstract 
This research adopts a quantitative-qualitative mixed-methods approach to examine the role of 
flipped classroom pedagogy in fostering critical thinking skills in English argumentative essays 
among Chinese EFL undergraduates. Specifically, the pilot study compares the mean scores of the 
pretest and posttest, focusing on the performance in English argumentative essays between the 
experimental group (N=32) and the control group (N=28). It investigates the impact of the flipped 
classroom on developing critical thinking skills in argumentative essays. It explores the experiences 
and perceptions of Chinese EFL learners regarding how the flipped classroom enhances their 
critical thinking skills in such essays. The ultimate goal is to assist these students in improving their 
writing quality, achieving better academic outcomes, and enhancing their competitiveness in future 
job markets. The significance of this research lies in its potential to promote the adoption of the 
flipped classroom as an effective pedagogical tool for supporting Chinese EFL undergraduates. The 
findings indicate that the experimental group’s mean scores steadily increased throughout the 
intervention, providing robust evidence of the effectiveness of the flipped classroom approach in 
fostering critical thinking skills in Chinese EFL undergraduates’ argumentative essays writing. We 
hope this study will inspire more researchers to propose meaningful pedagogical implications and 
recommendations to improve teaching and learning processes within EFL contexts. 
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 Introduction 
In an increasingly interconnected and competitive global landscape, proficiency in the 

English language has emerged as an essential skill, particularly for non-native speakers residing in 
countries such as China. For Chinese undergraduates, critically analysing information and 
articulating coherent arguments in English is crucial for achieving academic excellence and 
securing promising career opportunities within today’s globally integrated workforce (Zhang & 
Kim, 2018). However, the traditional approach to teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
prevalent throughout China tends to emphasize rote memorization techniques alongside exam-
oriented instruction (Ren & Wang, 2018). This methodology fails to foster the fundamental 
proficiency required for advanced scholarly pursuits or professional endeavours that require astute 
critical thinking and persuasive written communication skills.  

As the demand for effective language instruction continues to rise, it becomes necessary to 
investigate innovative pedagogical methods. The flipped classroom (FC) model, defined by a 
reversed learning structure—transforming traditional approaches both upside down and inside out 
(Fulton, 2012)—presents a distinctive opportunity to enhance students’ critical thinking skills 
(CTS). Specifically, teachers have transitioned conventional in-class activities to home-based tasks 
and transferred typical homework assignments to engaging classroom activities (Ma, 2023). 
Despite the growing global popularity of the FC model, its implementation in Chinese EFL contexts 
remains insufficiently examined. It is particularly pertinent given the ongoing academic discourse 
regarding the effectiveness of traditional versus innovative teaching methods in fostering CTS 
(Alsaleh, 2020). Moreover, there is a pressing need to address the challenges Chinese EFL students 
encounter in enhancing their critical thinking abilities and English proficiency in argumentative 
essays, both essential for academic institutions and employers.  
 
Literature Review 

“When Chinese students in the foreign language department encounter arguments and need 
to reason, they often experience cognitive inertia and struggle with articulation while writing 
articles, listening to lectures, and asking questions” (Huang, 1998, as cited in Wu, 2011, p.15). It is 
uncommon to find one or two commendable papers among a pool of twenty or thirty papers; most 
of these papers exhibit various issues, and frequently their titles reveal substantial deficiencies in 
critical thinking (Huang, 2010). Wu (2011) underscored that the absence of critical thinking directly 
engenders a multitude of drawbacks, thereby impeding the progress of a nation in the era of 
globalisation. 

The curriculum in China emphasises improving language skills through imitation, 
memorisation, and repetitive drilling rather than developing a systematic understanding of the 
English language and promoting critical thinking and innovative abilities. There are defects 
concerning the content of writing teaching. What students receive from their teachers is general 
instructions about English language writing, or specific genre-based guidance, like narration, 
description, exposition, and argumentation. The education they receive in university primarily 
focuses on test-taking strategies for writing, which falls short of adequately preparing them to meet 
the demands of the job market or future competition in their professional careers. 

A fundamental goal of education is to cultivate students’ independent thinking ability to 
distinguish right from wrong, which is the essence of critical thinking. Argumentative essay writing 
is closely related to critical thinking and is regarded as the highest form of critical thinking because 
it requires expressing views, supporting arguments, and forming conclusions. The results of 
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Sharadgah et al.’s study underscore the significance of utilizing argumentative essays as an effective 
tool for both instructing and evaluating CTS (2019). Therefore, argumentative essay writing is also 
called critical writing. To get rid of the test-oriented English teaching and learning (Jin & Fan, 2011) 
as well as being away from writing an introduction of personal feelings or experience sharing due 
to the lack of critical thinking (Tian, 2021), Chinese EFL undergraduate students need 
comprehensive and sound instruction from teachers to improve argumentative essay writing 
capabilities.  

Technology changes life and also changes people’s ways of learning. Students born in 2000 
and beyond are digital natives exposed to technology from an early age. Therefore, educators must 
keep up with technological advancements to effectively teach in this tech-savvy environment 
(Ahmad et al., 2019). Under these circumstances, the most urgent task is to use mobile technology 
properly in English instruction. Integrating the new mobile technology with a novel teaching design 
is a good solution. Moreover, as technology advances into the era of artificial intelligence, 
researchers and educators are increasingly inquiring into how it can facilitate or impede language 
learning, independent writing abilities and CTS (Avsheniuk et al., 2024; Pitychoutis, 2024).  

As one of the learning innovations, people regard FC as a preeminent learning model 
(Namaziandost & Çakmak, 2020). It enables students to preview the lesson at home beforehand 
and do homework in class the day after (Fulton, 2012). Many Chinese university and college 
faculty members advocated FC in their online instruction to replace the traditional teaching 
approach. They like to adopt it specifically due to its innovative operation and accessibility 
compared with other methods. In comparison to conventional teaching methods, the FC approach 
has been widely appreciated by students (Ramnanan & Pound, 2017; Ramirez et al., 2022; 
Balasubramanian et al., 2022), as it is expected to enhance and foster students’ intrinsic motivation 
(Howell, 2021) while also being believed to have the potential for promoting students’ CTS 
development (Nugraheni et al., 2022). However, it remains in an underdeveloped state (Wang, 
Huang, Schunn, Zou & Ai, 2019).   

Current English language teaching in China prioritizes language mechanics over CTS, 
leading to EFL undergraduates’ academic writing deficiencies. While much research emphasizes 
the importance of CTS, few studies investigate how to specifically develop these skills within the 
context of English argumentative essay writing for Chinese EFL undergraduates. As a result of the 
inadequacy of traditional teaching methods in Chinese EFL education, as mentioned above and the 
underutilisation of FC in Chinese EFL classrooms, this research aims to address the gap by 
examining the effectiveness of implementing the FC approach in fostering CTS in Chinese EFL 
undergraduates’ argumentative essays. 
  
Method 

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design (Bond, 2020; Junianti et al., 2020; 
Atwa et al., 2022) in its quantitative investigation, followed by conducting interviews in the 
qualitative research phase, thus adopting a mixed-methods approach (Liao & Li, 2017; Ahmed, 
2019). This study lies in “QUAN→qual Capital letters indicate theoretical drive or priority (core 
methods) given in a study; lower case indicates (supplemental methods)” (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 
2010, p. 57) . 

The research team designed the study to evaluate the effectiveness of FC in developing CTS 
of Chinese EFL students in argumentative essay writing at the undergraduate level. The subjects of 
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this study were undergraduates in the same grade to fulfil the purpose of homogeneity (Adhami & 
Taghizadeh, 2022). The research team divided them into two groups, experimental and control 
group (CG) (Sharadgah et al., 2019; Nejmaoui, 2019; Song & Wang, 2022; Hassan et al., 2023). 
Although instructed using distinct methodologies, both groups completed identical assessments. 
The research team systematically designed and administered a pretest and posttest (Atwa et al., 
2022) and structured interviews (Abrami et al., 2015).  

Both groups participated in the pretest and posttest, while only the experimental group (EG) 
received the intervention (Creswell, 2003). The research team conducted the pretest and posttest to 
collect data from Chinese EFL undergraduates’ practice essays and assess the students’ progress 
before and after the research. The research was going to study FC and CTS within the paradigm. 
The purpose of the pretest was to assess students’ original CTS in argumentative essay writing, and 
the posttest was to determine undergraduates’ CTS after the treatment teaching process. Each test 
would involve two groups completing an identical writing task. In total, the pilot study comprised 
three tests. 

The writing tests had been administered and assessed, with each argumentative essay 
receiving a score ranging from one to thirteen marks based on its academic writing quality in both 
groups. Student participants should write the essays in paragraphs. Its requirements include a title, 
an introductory paragraph, two to three body paragraphs, and a concluding paragraph. The research 
aims to evaluate student participants’ writing speed and language proficiency. Therefore, the word 
count should fall within the range of 150 to 350 (Xie, 2023) while adhering to a time limitation of 
forty minutes. Then, two qualified and experienced teachers will grade these written essays to 
ensure validity. Plagiarism was strictly prohibited. 

After the posttest, the team conducted structured individual interviews to gather qualitative 
data. In the pilot study, the researcher interviewed six students from two groups representing 
different language competencies separately to learn their views about the treatment and traditional 
teaching method. This approach allowed the researcher to comprehensively comprehend the 
experiences and perspectives regarding FC among student participants with varying language 
proficiency and CTS. 
 
Instruments 

The VQGOIP Teaching Guideline and Lesson Plan were utilized in the instructional process 
to enhance undergraduate students’ CTS by implementing FC within the context of argumentative 
essays—a panel of three experts recruited by the research team before the study had validated the 
materials. The research objectives were pursued by collecting quantitative and qualitative data, 
enabling a comprehensive analysis of multiple facets. The research team used the IBM Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software version 29 to obtain quantitative data. The team 
primarily obtained qualitative data through a structured individual interview with student 
participants from both groups. 

The delivery and assessment within an FC necessitate addressing three key aspects: “the 
educational platform, content organization, and planned assessments” (Zappe & Litzinger, 2017, 
as cited in Petre, 2020, p.8). The research utilized “Xuexitong” as the learning platform, employed 
the FC Teaching Guideline for content organization in teaching, and incorporated pretest and 
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posttest assessments to evaluate the effectiveness of FC in enhancing CTS of English 
argumentative essay writing among Chinese EFL undergraduates. Apart from that, the research 
team compared the mean scores of the EG with those of the CG to assess any disparities in their 
learning outcomes. 

The researcher developed the VQGOIP teaching guideline, drawing on extensive 
references. Figure 1 illustrates the VQGOIP teaching guideline. To ensure the credibility of this 
teaching guideline, which the researcher designed, validation was obtained from an English lecturer 
with over a decade of experience in higher education prior to the pilot study, following which the 
research phase would commence. The researcher designed this teaching guideline for the FC 
approach, and its associated lesson plans were tailored explicitly for two distinct groups. Only the 
EG was involved in the FC teaching intervention, whereas the CG used traditional teaching 
methods. 

 

Figure 1. The FC VQGOIP Teaching Guideline 
CG utilized lesson plans specifically designed for the traditional lecturing method, using 

the textbook edited by Zou (2019). Both groups employed distinct lesson plans for instruction. 
Table 1 illustrates the differential interventions in the two groups. 

Table 1.  Differential Interventions in the Two Groups 

 
Rating Rubrics for the Pilot Study 

The assessment criteria for the argumentative essays had integrated elements from the 
IELTS Writing Band Descriptors: Task 2 (public version) and The Holistic Critical Thinking 
Scoring Rubric (HCTSR) developed by Facione and Facione (1994). Given that writing skills 
encompass two dimensions—students’ English language proficiency and their CTS—the rating 

Group Teaching Methods Lesson Plan 

EG FC Utilizing the VQGOIP Teaching Guideline LP for EG 

CG Traditional Lecturing Method and a textbook LP for CG 
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process consisted of two sequential stages. Initially, raters evaluated students’ argumentative 
essays based on the IELTS Writing Band Descriptors to assess their language proficiency. 
Subsequently, they evaluated the essays using the HCTSR (Facione & Facione, 1994) to analyze 
CTS. Consequently, students’ total scores range from one to thirteen. The maximum score for 
academic argumentative writing is nine, reflecting their English language proficiency, with an 
additional four points awarded based on their CTS level. Within this process, the CTS grade served 
as an additive component. The minimum score for English proficiency in writing is zero, with 
additional points granted according to the CTS level. Raters were required to sum the scores from 
both evaluation stages. The IELTS Writing Band Descriptors: Task 2 (public version) are 
illustrated in Figure 2, while Figure 3 presents the HCTSR. 

 
Figure 2.  IELTS Writing Band Descriptors: Task 2 (public version) 
 

 
Figure 3.  The Holistic Critical Thinking Scoring Rubric - HCTSR 
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Participants 
Sample Selection 
Sampling Technique for the Quantitative Study 

We have previously noted the challenges associated with academic English writing courses 
and critical thinking in English. Consequently, the research team selected English majors as the 
sample group. The team employed a purposive sampling technique among English majors at the 
institution. Only student participants who demonstrate fluency in English are eligible for inclusion. 
Furthermore, the class with a higher mean pretest score was designated as the EG, whereas the class 
with a lower mean pretest score was the CG. 
 
Sampling Technique for the Qualitative Study 

The selection of student participants for the interviews reflects the representative nature of 
the sample, thereby ensuring a typical case in qualitative studies. Participants were chosen based 
on their posttest scores, with two students selected from the advanced level, two from the 
intermediate level, and two from the basic level within the designated group. The research team 
conducted the interviews, during which participants needed to respond to a series of specifically 
designed questions in sequential order. Appendix A has outlined the interview questions. 

The student participants comprised thirty-two and twenty-eight members (Fatemipour & 
Jafari, 2015), respectively, from each cohort. The teacher participants had two individuals assigned 
as raters while the remaining two served as instructors in their respective groups. None had 
previously resided in countries where English is the primary language (Alpat, 2019). The 
participants had enrolled in a one-semester English writing course, with their ages ranging from 18 
to 21 (Sharadgah et al., 2019).  
 
Procedures 
Data Collection Procedures  

Collecting quantitative data involved conducting a pretest, evaluating one additional 
argumentative essay, and administering a posttest. As previously mentioned, the class with a higher 
mean score in the pretest within the two formed the EG (Female=27; Male=5). Conversely, 
students of the other class with a lower mean score in the pretest, also participating in academic 
English writing courses, constituted the CG (Female=24; Male=4). In this study, Teacher A 
provided intervention instruction to the EG, whereas Teacher B conducted instruction for the CG. 
The procedure was maintained consistently for both groups, with the sole difference lying in their 
instructional methods. Despite the distinct methodologies employed for instruction, both groups 
had experienced identical assessments. 

The face-to-face structured individual interview involved the researcher conducting 
interviews with the student participants. The session included a minimum of six respondents and 
one interviewer. These respondents were student participants responsible for responding to the 
upcoming inquiries, while the interviewer was the researcher who assumed the role of posing 
questions. The inquiries were open-ended, and the interviewer made utmost efforts to elicit the 
interviewees’ genuine thoughts. The two parties strove to complete the task through interactive 
communication. Data saturation would determine the sample size of the individual interview. The 
data collection was discontinued upon reaching the point of data saturation, as no additional 
information could be obtained once it had been achieved. In the interview, the team instructed 
participants to capture photographs or record audio (i.e., engage in photo elicitation) (Creswell, 
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2003). The researcher would utilize these photographs or recordings for subsequent transcription 
and analysis. 

 
The Quantitative Study 
Results of the Quantitative Study 

The pilot study lasted three weeks, during which the research team organized a weekly test 
to assess student participants’ progress. Both groups conducted identical tests throughout the 
study. Table 2 and Figure 4 present the mean scores of both groups during the pilot study. In 
Figure 4, the blue line represents the EG, while the red line indicates the CG. In summary, the 
mean scores for both groups fell within the range of 4.9 to 6.9. According to the graphs, the mean 
scores consistently exhibit an upward trend throughout the study, particularly for EG. In contrast, 
CG’s mean scores initially show an increase followed by a subsequent decrease. Despite greater 
fluctuations observed in the latter group, EG consistently outperforms CG. 

 
Table 2. Mean Score of the Pilot Study 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.  Line Graph Depicting Mean Scores from the Pilot Study 
 
Discussion for the Quantitative Study 

The research team employed a paired-samples t-test to assess the efficacy of the intervention 
on students’ scores for English argumentative essays. The results, as detailed in Tables 3 and 4, 
revealed a statistically significant difference in the EG’s scores before (M = 5.59, SD = 1.66) and 
after the intervention (M = 6.84, SD = 1.04), with t(31) = -4.902, p < 0.05 (Hinton et al., 2014). It 
indicates that the intervention was associated with a substantial improvement in scores. According 
to Tables 3 and 5, during the pilot study, the mean score of the EG increased by 1.25 points (from 

Group Mean Score of 

the Pretest 

 

Mean Score of 
Argumentative Essay 

Writing Practice 

Mean Score of 

the Posttest 

 

EG 5.59 6.606 6.844 

CG 4.95 6.586 6.071 
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5.594 to 6.844), while the mean score of the CG increased by 1.125 points (from 4.946 to 6.071). 
Moreover, the mean scores for the EG were consistently higher than those of the CG in both the 
pretest (M = 4.95, SD = 1.72) and posttest (M = 6.07, SD = 1.50). Given that no intervention was 
administered to the CG, this comparison provides further evidence supporting the effectiveness of 
the intervention in the EG. 

Table 3.  Output of EG 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4.  Output of the Paired Samples T-Test 
 

 
 
Table 5.  Output of CG 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Paired Samples Statistics 

 Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 pretest 5.594 32 1.6580 .2931 

posttest 6.844 32 1.0429 .1844 

Paired Samples Test 

 

Paired Differences 

t df 

Significance 

Mean 

Std. 
Deviati

on 

Std. 
Error 
Mean 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 
One-

Sided p 
Two-

Sided p Lower Upper 

Pair 
1 

pretest - 
posttest 

-1.2500 1.4424 .2550 -1.7701 -.7299 -4.902 31 <.001 <.001 

Paired Samples Statistics 

 Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 pretest 4.946 28 1.7178 .3246 

posttest 6.071 28 1.5013 .2837 
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Results and Discussion of the Qualitative Study 
Through structured face-to-face individual interviews, we gained insights into the 

perceptions and experiences of student participants regarding the cultivation of CTS via English 
argumentative essays in an FC setting. We will analyze the data from the following three 
perspectives: 
 
Misconceptions Regarding FC and CTS 

The misunderstanding of FC is significant. Four of the six student participants expressed 
erroneous concepts, while the remaining two were unfamiliar with the precise definition. 
Misconceptions often stem from prior experiences or perceptions, which implies that instructors 
may misinform individuals during their previous learning experiences. Some teachers have 
misunderstood the concept of FC, leading to students’ misguidance. It is advantageous for educators 
to transition from traditional instructional methods to innovative approaches; however, it is 
imperative to implement these changes appropriately to prevent misleading students. 

During the interview with N1, he mentioned, “My friends believe that critical thinking can 
sometimes be perceived as overly assertive or unwelcoming, leading to feelings of being targeted.” 
This perception reflects a stereotype that may contribute to the current limited acceptance of CTS 
among some Chinese people. They believed that the individual utilizing CTS was targeting them.  
CTS is merely discussing and analyzing the issue reasonably; it does not pertain to any individual 
involved. We should evaluate numerous matters on their merits from multiple perspectives, 
independent of personal factors. Prejudice misleads. Therefore, the primary objective of our future 
main study is to emphasize the objectivity and scientific rigour of CTS. 
 
Attitudes Toward Challenging Learning Contents 

The learning attitudes of student participants correlate with their English proficiency levels 
and interest in learning. Specifically, students with higher proficiency levels, such as N1 and N4, 
tend to exhibit more positive attitudes. Additionally, students with a strong interest in learning 
English, like N2, demonstrate a more active approach to their studies. Although most students prefer 
active learning, those with lower proficiency levels, such as N3, may become overly reliant on their 
partners in pair work or teammates in teamwork. This dependence arises from the need for 
classmates’ support, encouragement, and even teachers’ stimulation. It aligns with Vygotsky’s 
theory of the Zone of Proximal Development. The ZPD refers to the gap between students’ ability 
to perform tasks with adult guidance or collaboration with peers and their capacity to solve 
problems independently (Ganapathy, 2011). Cooperative learning and collaborative writing (Doyin 
& Femiti, 2025) significantly benefit these students. 

Nevertheless, there are also counterexamples, such as N6. Despite her struggling English 
proficiency in the posttest, her attitude remains exemplary. She dedicates significant time to 
practising specific language skills to improve, which exemplifies her persistence and tenacity. It 
highlights a strong will’s crucial role in overcoming academic challenges. Active learning can 
address students’ deficiencies in English proficiency. 
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Habits in Utilizing Technology 
During the interview, N1 noted that his roommates were unfamiliar with the operating 

procedures for viewing micro-videos. Specifically, they did not know how to pause the videos when 
necessary, making it difficult to understand the content thoroughly. Although most interviewees 
were familiar with the operating procedures, N1’s sharing highlighted the necessity for training 
student participants in the main study to enhance their comprehension of the videos. Moreover, 
student participants faced challenges adapting to the FC approach, as they had recently transitioned 
from high school and had not become accustomed to using smartphones and tablets for learning 
purposes. Previously, students used these devices for entertainment rather than academic study. 
Therefore, a three-week period is insufficient for participants to acclimate fully. The research team 
consequently decided to extend the duration of the main study to three months. 
 
Conclusion 

Based on the foregoing discussion, the performance of English argumentative essays in the 
EG is superior to that of the CG. This superiority was due to the EG’s participation in a teaching 
intervention designed to enhance CTS through the FC approach during the academic English 
writing course. Therefore, implementing FC pedagogy has proven effective in developing CTS 
among Chinese EFL undergraduates, as evidenced by their improved performance in English 
argumentative essays and students’ experiences within the interviews. Future research could 
explore the integration of CTS with FC across various genres of English writing. 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 

Number Question 

1 Do you know what Critical Thinking Skills are? What is the Flipped 
Classroom? Have you ever experienced these two before the instruction of 
the academic English writing course? 

2 Do you like writing an English argumentative essay before attending the 
course? Then, after studying the course, have your opinions changed yet? 
Why or why not? 

https://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awej/ChatGPT.13
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3 Do you agree with the saying that the Flipped Classroom has enhanced 
your Critical Thinking Skills concerning argumentative essay writing? 
Why said so? Or why not? Can you talk me through how the teacher went 
about using that? 

4 Are you interested in the teacher’s inquiries regarding video 
comprehension? Why or why not?  

5 Which micro-video lesson is your favourite? Why? 

6 Have you accomplished Critical Thinking Skills after the course? Which 
skill impresses you most: interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, 
explanation and self-regulation? Which one is the most difficult to utilise 
in your writing? 

7 Which one do you prefer, individual work, pair work, or teamwork? How 
often do you usually cooperate with your classmates during the semester? 
What is your opinion about cooperative learning?  

8 Do you think that Critical Thinking Skills are important? How about 
decision-making? Is it necessary for us to learn CTS at university? Why 
or why not? 

9  How do you feel about group discussion in the class? Is it helpful to 
improve your Critical Thinking Skills? Why or why not? 

10 What do you think of your teacher’s instruction? Is it easy to understand? 
If the teaching content is difficult, how will you make it learnable? Active 
learning or passive learning, which way do you prefer? 

11 How do you develop your Critical Thinking Skills in daily life? Can you 
give me some examples? 

12 As regards the interview today, how do you perceive it? What are your 
thoughts on the questions asked during the interview? Is it easy, so-so, or 
difficult to answer these questions?  

13 In general, would you have preferred an increased/decreased amount of 
lecture time from the teacher? 

14 Can you share some positive/negative experiences of the flipped 
classroom to learn CTS? Why do you call these experiences positive or 
negative? 
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