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ABSTRACT 
As an attempt to shed more light on the relationship between critical thinking skills and the 

students’ performance on EFL learning activities, the present study investigated the relationship 

between critical thinking skills of Iranian EFL young learners and their performance on textbook 

activities. To this end, 120 female students between 9 to 12 years old filled out the Persian version of 

critical thinking skills questionnaire (Naieni, 2005). Besides, the participants answered the selected 

activities from second language English series such as Family and Friends, Let’s go, and Hip Hip 

Hooray textbook series. The findings of the study revealed that critical thinking skills and EFL young 

learners’ performance on the activities were significantly correlated for the students of various groups 

of language proficiencies. More specifically, it was revealed that there was not any statistically 

significant relationship between beginner and intermediate learners’ critical thinking skills and their 

performances on the textbook activities, while there was a significant correlation between advanced 

learners’ performances and their critical thinking skills. In addition, there was a significant difference 

between the performances of high and low critical thinkers in the advanced group. However, there was 

not any significant difference between high and low critical thinkers in beginner and intermediate 

groups. Finally, the discussion of the findings and implications ensues.  
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1. Introduction 

As Halpern (2003) puts it, critical 

thinking is one of the psychological and 

cognitive abilities that “increase[s] the 

probability of a desirable outcome, … the 

kind of thinking involved in solving 

problems, formulating inferences, 

calculating likelihoods, and making 

decisions” (p.6). Fisher (2001) expresses 

that critical thinking has become essential in 

education circles. He states that the focus of 

education has changed through the recent 

years from focusing on the content, like 

history and geography, to teaching how to 

think, which is preferred to be taught in a 

direct way. According to Lipman (2003), 

“critical thinking is applied thinking. 

Therefore, it is not just a process, it seeks to 

develop a product” (p.  32). He states that a 

critical thinker applies critical thinking skills 

to the process of producing something said, 

made, or done. This process involves the use 

of knowledge to reach the product, which 

could be a judgment, on the one hand, and 

putting that judgment into practice, on the 

other hand. He likewise refers to critical 

thinking skills as a skillful, responsible 

thinking which contributes to decent 

judgment; it is context bound and depends 

on certain criteria, and requires self-

correcting. 

Although becoming a critical thinker 

is a complex process, Schafersman (1991) 

affirms that there are methods for teaching 

critical thinking skills. He further mentions 

two methods; the first one, which is also the 

easiest, is to simply modify one’s teaching 

and testing slightly to enhance critical 

thinking skills among one’s students. This 

method can be materialized through lectures, 

laboratories, homework, quantitative 

exercises, term papers, and exams. The 

second method makes use of formal critical 

thinking skills exercises, programs, and 
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materials that have been prepared by 

specialists and that can be purchased for 

immediate use by the teacher or instructor. 

Auerbach and McGrail (as cited in Benesch, 

1993) assert that critical thinking skills 

could be reflected by the learners in the 

classroom, and discuss the probable ways 

“in classrooms that feature critical thinking 

skills, students are encouraged to participate 

actively, raising issues of concern in their 

lives such as work, school, housing and 

marriage, as topics for class scrutiny” (p. 

574). 

Given the significance of critical 

thinking in learning in general, numerous 

foreign language educators have stressed the 

significance of fostering critical thinking 

skills in foreign language classrooms 

(Chamot, 1995; Chapple & Curtis, 2000; 

Davidson, 1994, 1995; Liaw, 2007; Tarvin 

& Al-Arishi, 1991). Moreover, as far as the 

relationship between critical thinking skills 

and second language performance is 

concerned, numerous empirical studies have 

been previously conducted. For instance, 

Mirzaie (2008) examined the relationship 

between critical thinking and lexical 

inferencing of EFL learners. He found that 

there was a relationship between these two 

variables. The results showed that 

confronting with unknown words while 

perusing, those learners who had larger 

amounts of critical thinking showed higher 

ability of lexical inferencing. Also, another 

study conducted by Sheikhy Behdani (2009) 

on the relationship among autonomy, critical 

thinking ability, and reading comprehension 

of Iranian EFL learners revealed that  there 

was  a strong relationship between critical 

thinking skills of learners and their reading 

comprehension performance. 

Komijani (2010) also carried out a 

study on the relationship between critical 

thinking ability and vocabulary learning 

strategies of the learners. He conducted 

vocabulary test and critical thinking 

questionnaire which revealed that “critical 

thinking has positive correlation with 

determination, memorization, cognitive and 

meta-cognitive strategies of L2 vocabulary 

learning, but not with social strategies” (p. 

108). Also, Kamali and Fahim (2011) 

studied the relationship between critical 

thinking ability, resilience, and reading 

comprehension of texts which contained 

unknown vocabulary items. They studied 63 

intermediate EFL learners. Like the current 

study, they divided the subjects into two 

groups of high and low critical thinking and 

resilience groups. The findings revealed that 

(a) the levels of critical thinking had a 

statistically significant effect on the scores 

of the subjects on resilience scale. 

Moreover, (b) the levels of critical thinking 

had significant impact on the subjects' 

reading ability of texts which contained 

unfamiliar vocabulary. In the same vein, 

Nour Mohammadi, Heidari, and Dehghan 

Niri (2012) investigated the relationship 

between critical thinking and the reading 

strategies used by Iranian EFL learners. 

They gave two questionnaires of critical 

thinking and reading strategies to the 

participants of their study. According to the 

findings of their study, a low positive 

significant correlation was found between 

learners’ critical thinking ability and their 

overall use of reading strategies. They also 

found that there was a significant difference 

between male and female participants, 

where males outperformed females in their 

critical thinking.  

Concerning the effect of critical 

thinking on the students’ performance on 

writing, Harirchi (2010) studied the 

relationship between critical thinking and 

process oriented approach to writing. She 

indicated that critical thinking has positive 

effect in the first stages of writing process, 

which are brainstorming, outlining, and 

drafting; but it’s less effectiveness in the 

editing stage. She found that after the 

treatment sessions, the students were 

capable to write longer and more organized 

essays. Saatchi (2010) investigated the 

impact of applying semantic mapping as a 

direct learning strategy on the Iranian EFL 

learners’ vocabulary improvement and 

critical thinking ability based on their 

learning styles. She found that learning style 

had no impact on critical thinking ability, 

however semantic mapping improved 

critical thinking ability and vocabulary 

learning of the learners significantly. 

In spite of the above-discussed studies 

on the relation between critical thinking and 

L2 performance, to the best of the 

researchers’ knowledge, no study has ever 

investigated how Iranian EFL young 

learners with high and low critical thinking 

skills perform on textbook activities. As a 

result, the purpose of the present study was 

set to investigate whether there is any 

statistically significant relationship between 

critical thinking skills of Iranian EFL young 

learners and their performances on textbooks 

activities. 

2. Methodology  
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2.1 Participants 

To accomplish the objective of the 

present study, a sample of 120 female 

students participated in this research. The 

participants were between 9 to 12 years old. 

They were all students at Avicenna Primary 

School in Tehran, Iran. The level of the 

participants’ language proficiency was 

determined using Starters, Flyers, and 

Movers proficiency tests, which were 

administered by the school Language 

Department before the beginning of the 

school year. The used proficiency tests are 

offered by Cambridge English: Young 

Learners which is a series of English 

Language Tests, aimed at primary students. 

Starters, Flyers, and Movers tests provide 

the young learners with the opportunity to 

improve their English and to get ready for 

future Cambridge Qualifications. 

According to the result of the 

proficiency tests, the participants of the 

study were divided into three groups of 

beginner, intermediate, and advanced. 

According to the results of the conducted 

interview with the learners, almost none of 

them studied English at any other private 

institutions because they all thought that the 

English program at school was sufficient. 

All the participants attended English classes 

three times a week and each session lasted 

for 90 minutes. After administering Critical 

Thinking Skills Questionnaire to the 

participants, the high and low groups were 

determined according to the obtained data. 

However, due to the principles of the school, 

the researchers had to give the test to the 

whole class sample. At the end, just the 

scores of high and low groups were 

considered for the purpose of the study.  

2.2 Instruments 

For the purpose of this study, two sets 

of instruments were used: firstly, a Critical 

Thinking questionnaire adapted from Naieni 

(2005) (see Appendix) was used for the 

purpose of measuring the participants’ 

critical thinking skills. The questionnaire 

was originally developed and validated by 

Honey (2004). This scale was fine-tuned for 

Iranian EFL learners. The scale consists of 

30 items using a 5-point Likert scale.  

Secondly, English textbooks series 

which were Family and Friends series, Hip 

Hip Hooray series, and Let’s Go (new 

edition), and, finally, in order to analyze the 

textbook series based on critical thinking 

skills, a checklist was provided by the 

researchers based on Bloom’s taxonomy of 

higher thinking. Bloom (1956) has 

categorized thinking into six stages: 

knowledge, comprehension, application, 

analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. 

2.3 Procedure 

The purpose of the present study was 

to investigate whether there is any 

significant relationship between Iranian EFL 

young learners’ critical thinking skills and 

their performance on the activities of EFL 

textbooks. In order to accomplish this 

purpose, the following steps were taken. 

First, the participants were requested to fill 

out the critical thinking questionnaire, then, 

they were given 36 activities in the form of a 

booklet to accomplish. The purpose was to 

examine the relationship between young 

learners’ critical thinking and their 

performance. Also, the difference between 

high and low critical thinkers’ performances 

in each proficiency group was assessed. The 

details of the procedure are as follows:  

First, learners’ level of proficiency 

was determined by administering Starters, 

Flyers, and Movers Cambridge proficiency 

tests. The mentioned tests were administered 

at the beginning of school year by Avicenna 

English Department. In this regard, the 

subjects were divided into beginner, 

intermediate, and advanced group.  

Afterwards, the critical thinking 

questionnaire was piloted with 60 students 

of the same age, 9 to 12, at Iranmehr 

Language Institution, Qolhak Branch, 

Tehran, Iran. The third researcher herself 

was present in the administration sessions to 

give further explanation wherever it was 

needed. Before conducting the main study, 

to assure the reliability of the critical 

thinking questionnaire, a pilot study was run 

with 80 participants who were learners with 

different proficiency levels ( beginner, 

intermediate, and advanced) like the study' 

target population. The result of Cronbach 

alpha analysis showed that the reliability 

index for this questionnaire was 0.84. 

Hence, it can be concluded that this 

questionnaire enjoyed high degree of 

reliability and can be used for conducting 

the main study. After calculating the 

reliability of the questionnaire, it was given 

to the target sample. The research was 

initiated with 120 female students. Then, the 

data obtained from the questionnaires were 

analyzed and high critical thinker and low 

critical thinker groups were determined.  

Moreover, as it was mentioned before, 

the textbook series were designed for three 

levels of proficiency, namely as beginner, 

intermediate, and advanced levels. Each 

series contained 6 textbooks, which were 

divided two by two into beginner, 
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intermediate, and advanced level. The 

researchers numbered all the activities of the 

mentioned textbook series. Then 100 

activities were randomly selected from each 

level, using rand random numbers website. 

Then, the researchers rated the randomly 

selected activities based on the self-

developed critical thinking checklist. In 

addition to the researchers, another rater 

rated the randomly selected activities based 

on the same checklist.  Afterwards, 36 final 

activities were selected. In other words, 36 

activities were selected for each level; two 

activities for each skill of critical thinking 

skills from each series. For instance, Family 

and Friends 1 and 2 were for the beginner 

level, from which 12 activities were 

randomly selected. The activities were put in 

the form of a booklet.  

In the next step, the third researcher 

took the booklets containing 36 activities to 

the class. The administration sessions for 

each level took three sessions, each lasted 

for 90 minutes. The third researcher herself 

was the teacher of all classes. She taught the 

activities to the students, the same as the 

class routine, and, then asked the 

participants to do the activities in their 

booklets.  

The last step was to analyze the data 

obtained from the booklets to see whether 

young learners’ critical thinking skills had 

any effect on their performances on the 

activities of the before mentioned textbooks.   

3. Results 

3.1 Investigation of the First Research 

Question  

The first research question 

investigated whether there was any 

significant relationship between the use of 

critical thinking skills and Iranian EFL 

young learners’ performance on selected 

textbook activities. As there were three 

groups of young learners including 

beginners, intermediate- level learners, and 

advanced ones, the researchers used three 

Pearson correlations to analyze the collected 

data. 

Concerning the relationship between 

beginner EFL young learners’ critical 

thinking skills and their performance on the 

selected textbook activities, the results from 

Pearson correlation (r (30) = 0.16, P > .05, 

see Table 1), indicated that there was not 

any statistically significant relationship 

between the two variables.  
Table 1: Pearson Correlation, Critical thinking 

and Beginner Learners’ Performance 

 
 

 
Figure 1: Scatter Plot Showing Beginner Level 

Learners’ Critical Thinking Skills and their 

Performance 

Figure 1 shows that the assumption of 

linearity was supported. However, it seems 

that the assumption of homoscedasticity was 

not met due to pile of dots on the upper right 

part of the plot. 

Moreover, with regard to the 

relationship between intermediate Iranian 

EFL young learners’ critical thinking skills 

and their performance on the selected 

textbook activities, the results (r (30) = .28, 

P > 0.05, see Table 2), indicated that there 

was not any statistically significant 

relationship between Iranian EFL young 

learners and their performance on the 

activities of EFL textbooks.  
Table 2: Pearson Correlation, Critical Thinking 

and Intermediate Learners’ Performance    
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Figure 2: Scatter Plot Indicating Intermediate 

Level Learners’ Critical Thinking and their 

Performance 

Figure 2 shows that the assumptions of 

linearity and homoscedasticity were met. 

The spread of dots showed neither a rise and 

fall nor a funnel pattern. 

Finally, regarding the relationship 

between advanced EFL learners’ critical 

thinking skills and their performance on the 

activities of EFL textbook activities,  the 

results (r (30) =. 89, P < .05, see Table 3) 

demonstrated that there was statistically 

significant relationship between the two 

variables.  
Table 3: Pearson correlation, Critical Thinking 

and Advanced Learners’ Performance 

 
 

 
Figure 3: Scatter Plot Illustrating Advanced 

Level Learners’ Critical Thinking and their 

Performance 

Figure 3 illustrates that the assumption 

of linearity was met. The wide spread of 

dots were along the diagonal with no 

discernable pattern of non-linearity nor 

homoscedasticity. It should be mentioned 

that non-linearity shows a rising-and-falling 

pattern of dots and lack of homoscedasticity 

happens when the dots form a funnel shape 

(narrow on one tail and wide on the opposite 

tail). 

3.2 Results Regarding the Second Research 

Question  

The second research question 

investigated whether there is any statistically 

significant difference between the 

performances of Iranian EFL young learners 

with high and low critical thinking skills on 

textbook activities.  

To answer this research question, three 

groups of learners as beginner, intermediate, 

and advanced learners were considered. 

Furthermore, each group was divided into 

two categories of low and high critical 

thinking abilities. To answer this research 

question, which aimed to investigate the 

probable differences between high and low 

critical thinkers’ performance on the 

activities, a series of independent- samples t-

tests were run. 

More specifically, in order to 

investigate whether there was any 

statistically significant difference between 

the performances of beginner Iranian EFL 

young learners with high and low critical 

thinking skills on textbook activities, the 

beginner learners were divided into two 

groups with low and high critical thinking 

abilities. Then an independent-samples t-test 

was run to investigate the probable 

differences in the performance of beginner 

learners with high and low critical thinking 

abilities. 

As displayed in Table 4, beginners’ 

high critical thinkers (M = 48.40, SD = 9.21) 

showed higher mean than that of beginners 

with low critical thinking ability (M = 44.66, 

SD = 8.41) on their performance on the 

selected activities. 

As shown in Table 4, there was a 

small difference between the mean scores of 

beginner learners with low and high critical 

thinking. To test whether this difference was 

statistically significant or not, an 

independent-samples t-test was run. 

The results of the independent-samples 

t-test (t (28) = 1.159, P > .05) (Table 4) 

indicated that there was not any significant 

difference between the two groups’ mean 

scores on their performance regarding the 

selected activities. Thus, it can be concluded 

that the group with high critical thinking 

abilities did not show any improvement in 

their performance comparing with their low 

critical counterparts. 
Table 4: Results of t-test and Descriptive 

Statistics for Beginner Groups 

 
Additionally, to investigate whether 

there was any statistically significant 

difference between the performances of 

Iranian intermediate EFL young learners 

with high and low critical thinking skills on 

textbook activities, an independent-samples 

t-test was run to measure the probable 

differences in the performance of 
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intermediate learners with high and low 

critical thinking. 

As shown in Table 5, high critical 

thinkers’ group mean score (M=67.06, 

SD=12.67) showed a slightly higher mean 

than that of low critical thinkers’ group 

(M=64.80, SD=9.54). 

The results of the independent-samples 

t-test (t (28) = .55, P > .05) (Table 5) 

indicated that there was not any significant 

difference between the two groups’ mean 

scores on their performance regarding the 

selected activities. In other words, the group 

with high critical thinking ability did not 

show any statistically significant difference 

in their performance comparing with that of 

low critical thinkers’ group. 
Table 5: Results of t-test and Descriptive 

Statistics for Intermediate Groups 

 
Similarly, another independent-

samples t-test was run to examine the 

probable differences in the performance of 

advanced learners with high and low critical 

thinking abilities. 

As shown in Table 6, the high group 

mean (M=81.40, SD=7.61) showed a 

slightly higher mean than advanced low 

critical group (M=58.13, SD=8.40). The 

results of the independent-samples t-test (t 

(28) = 7.94, P < .05) (Table 6) indicated that 

there was a significant difference between 

the two groups’ mean scores on their 

performance regarding the selected 

activities. Therefore, it can be argued that 

the group with high critical thinking abilities 

showed a statistically significant difference 

in their performance in comparison with that 

of low critical thinkers’ counterparts. 
Table 6: Results of t-test and Descriptive 

Statistics for Advanced Learners 

 
4. Discussion and Conclusion 

The purpose of the present study was 

set to investigate the relationship between 

critical thinking skills of Iranian EFL young 

learners and their performance on textbook 

activities. The results of the correlational 

analyses showed that there was not any 

statistically significant relationship between 

beginner and intermediate learners’ critical 

thinking and their performance on the 

activities while there was a significant 

correlation between advanced learners’ 

performance and their critical thinking. A 

plausible justification for such a positive 

correlation between the two variables may 

lie in the fact that, in comparison to beginner 

and intermediate-level students, advanced 

learners enjoy higher amount of 

metacognition and maturity due to their age 

difference. It is likely that as one matures 

and passes special stages of cognitive 

development, his/her mind system becomes 

more complex and the power of reasoning 

and analysis will increase, a situation which 

will pave the way for the individuals to 

become more critical while encountering 

problems.  

This finding is consistent with that of 

Dam and Volman (2004), suggesting that at 

different ages, students’ abilities to 

understand and master critical thinking skills 

would vary. Therefore, teaching should be 

tailored to the cognitive development of 

students. Dam and Volman (2004) believed 

that even it is possible to teach children to 

think critically. From this perspective, the 

type of teaching activities and tasks should 

be tailored to children’s need and 

capabilities at every stage. In addition, the 

results regarding the existence of 

relationship between advanced learners’ 

critical thinking and their performance on 

the activities of EFL textbooks are in line 

with the findings of Facione's (2007), 

highlighting that there is a significant 

correlation between critical thinking and 

learners’ reading comprehension. In other 

words; learners’ improvement in critical 

thinking led to their advancement in reading 

comprehension. Overall, the findings of the 

present study supports the accumulated body 

of literature underscoring the importance of 

enhancing critical thinking skills in foreign 

language classrooms (e.g., Chamot, 1995; 

Chapple & Curtis, 2000; Davidson, 1994, 

1995; Liaw, 2007; Tarvin & Al-Arishi, 

1991). The findings are also consistent with 

those of previous, similar studies conducted 

in the Iranian context (e.g., Alizamani., 

Khodabandehlou, & Mobashernia, 2013; 

Barjesteh & Vaseghi, 2012; Fahim & 

Haghighi, 2014; Kamali & Fahim, 2011; 

Komijani, 2010).  

Furthermore, the findings of the 

present study revealed that there was a 

significant difference between the 

performances of high and low critical 

thinkers in the advanced group. However, 
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there was not any significant difference 

between high and low critical thinkers in 

beginner and intermediate groups. The 

reason behind the findings regarding lack of 

difference among high and low critical 

thinkers in beginner and intermediate groups 

may be justified in the light of their lack of 

self-regulation and less meta-cognitive 

ability. This supports the findings of studies 

like Facione (2007) and Wilkinson (2001) 

who considered self-regulation as the most 

remarkable cognitive skill of critical 

thinking because “it allows strong critical 

thinkers to improve their own thinking” 

(Facione, 2007, p. 7). From this perspective, 

critical thinking is a disciplined and self-

directed skill, which makes use of 

metacognitive skills. As critical thinking is a 

self-directed skill, it can be stated that high 

critical thinkers are self-regulated 

individuals who make use of meta-cognitive 

skills. In this study, it was found that high 

critical thinker advanced learners 

outperformed their low critical peers. It can 

be implied that high critical thinkers are 

more self-regulated, a situation which may 

be due to their age, experience, or level of 

education. 

Overall, the findings of the present 

study revealed that there was not a 

significant correlation between critical 

thinking skills and students’ performance in 

beginner and intermediate-level groups, 

while the study manifested that advanced 

learners’ critical thinking was directly 

related to their performance. Given the 

obtained findings, it is argued that critical 

thinking is a necessity which should be 

given more attention within the educational 

system, as it is proved that critical thinking 

skills significantly affect learners’ 

performance. Therefore, theoreticians, 

policy makers, teacher educators and 

teachers should pay more attention to 

intensify this kind of thinking among their 

students. 

As far as pedagogical implications are 

concerned, material developers should pay 

attention to the importance of critical 

thinking skills and include activities which 

foster students’ critical thinking and pave 

the way for being a highly competent critical 

thinker. With respect to Bloom’s (1956) 

classification of higher thinking, every 

teaching course or course book with the 

purpose of teaching critical thinking skills 

must take into account theory of critical 

thinking skills by giving students some 

practice on the lower critical thinking skills 

and slowly moving them toward the higher 

critical thinking processes. In this regard, 

studies should be done to assess the 

manifestation of critical thinking skills in 

different books, as what was done by 

Birjandi and Alizadeh (2012) who examined 

three textbooks namely Top Notch, 

American English File, and Interchange for 

assessing the amount and types of critical 

thinking skills within each textbook series.  

These kinds of studies may raise materials 

developers’ awareness regarding this issue 

and give them hints and suggestion on how 

to include critical thinking skills in 

textbooks.  

Moreover, Benesch (1999) expresses 

that type of teaching creates and inculcates a 

particular state of mind within students. He 

believes that critical thinking should be 

taught through encouragement of awareness 

raising regarding the issues.  As Razak, 

Darmawan, and Keeves (2009) state 

“Teachers play an important role in 

educating the future members of society 

through their work in schools” (p. 343). 

They added that the role of teachers is also 

highlighted in institutions of higher 

education and in technical training colleges. 

Particularly, the effects and responsibilities 

of language teachers in foreign language 

education have significantly increased after 

the demise of the method and with the rise 

of postmethod pedagogy (Fathi, & 

Behzadpour, 2011; Fathi, Ghaslani, & Parsa, 

2015; Kumaravadivelu, 1994).    

Hence, teachers can contribute to 

advancing economic and technological 

development and sustaining the well-being 

of the societies to which they work. 

Therefore, the role of the teacher is both 

critical and influencing in the learners’ 

success. Focusing on the significant role of 

teachers in education, this study may also 

render implications for teacher education 

courses.  As teachers’ attitudes and beliefs 

can exert influence on the students’ way of 

thinking and of course their worldview, 

teacher training courses should take into 

account teachers’ critical thinking skills and 

help them to improve such skills. Being a 

critically competent teacher may lead to 

teacher improvement in their way of 

teaching, reflective thinking, and classroom 

management, and can also help teachers to 

transfer these skills to their students.  

Being informed of teachers’ critical 

thinking and the ways they use to deal with 

classroom issues may create more realistic 

expectations about teachers. To train critical 

teachers, teacher’s trainers should first 

assess pre-service teachers’ critical thinking 
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skills based on questionnaires, observation, 

or interviews. Then, manifesting the 

advantages of critical thinking with regard to 

teachers’ own performance and students’ 

achievement, teacher educators may increase 

the quality of the performances of low 

critical teachers or teachers who lack critical 

thinking by planning appropriate training 

courses to make teachers become familiar 

with critical thinking skills, their potential 

abilities, as well as the benefits of being a 

critical thinker. 
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