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Abstract: 
Critical thinking is a key skill in English as a Foreign Language education. Developing critical thinking helps learners think more deeply, increases motivation, and promotes active engagement. However, many English as a Foreign Language classroom, especially those focused on exams and with students who have low language proficiency, lack effective strategies to support critical thinking.
This study analyses published research to identify methods that develop critical thinking in language learners. It reviews theoretical foundations, teaching strategies, and digital tools, including information and communication technologies and tasks supported by artificial intelligence. The study also examines social, emotional, and cultural factors that affect learners’ ability to engage in critical reasoning. Using comparative and content analysis, the findings are synthesized into an integrated framework that links language skills, teaching methods, and technological support.
The analysis shows that developing critical thinking depends on learners’ language skills and guided instruction. Task-based learning, Visible Thinking routines, reflective journals, and digital tools improve analytical and evaluative skills. Cultural norms and students’ emotional states influence their willingness to take critical stances. Changes in learners’ writing reflect growth, as students gradually move from personal opinions to evidence-based, academic language.
In conclusion, this study offers practical guidance for teachers and curriculum designers. Applying guided tasks and digital tools can foster critical thinking, even for learners with low language proficiency. Future research should test this framework in diverse English as a Foreign Language context and explore how teacher preparation, the use of technology, and cultural factors support the development of critical thinking.
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Literature Review: 
Critical Thinking (CT) in the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) has been widely recognised as a core competence of the 21st century and a central objective of contemporary language education (INT-JECSE, 2022). CT is commonly defined as a systematic cognitive process that involves observation, interpretation, analysis, evaluation, explanation, and metacognition (Ullah et al., 2022). It is further described as evidence-oriented, realistic thinking that enables learners to engage in deep understanding, establish meaningful connections, interpret and evaluate information, and generate effective solutions to problems (INT-JECSE, 2022).
Within educational settings, CT strongly correlates with Higher-Order Thinking Skills (HOTS), particularly analysis, evaluation, and creation, as conceptualised in the revised Bloom’s Taxonomy (Ullah et al., 2022). Empirical studies consistently demonstrate that the development of CT enhances learner autonomy, increases motivation and self-confidence, and promotes deeper cognitive engagement, encouraging students to seek additional information and participate more actively in learning processes (Addinna & Oktaviani, 2023).

The Role of Technologies and Pedagogical Tools in Developing Critical Thinking:
A growing body of research highlights the role of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in fostering CT in EFL contexts. A systematic review by Wei and Li (2024) confirms that communicative, informative, and constructive ICT tools — including digital concept mapping, WebQuest, and online educational games — are widely implemented and particularly effective in enhancing learners’ analytical, evaluative, and inferential skills.
The WebQuest approach has been shown to have a positive impact on learners’ CT and academic writing abilities (Sabiri, 2020). Reflective writing journals have also been found to moderately improve CT skills, especially in the dimension of evaluation (Sunra, 2022). In addition, Visible Thinking routines have been increasingly applied as introductory and discussion-based strategies for working with texts, supporting students’ development of reasoning, interpretation, and critical dialogue (Lei & Jeyaraj, 2023).

Challenges and Barriers: Teachers’ Perspectives:
Although EFL teachers generally acknowledge the importance of CT — with up to 91.3% expressing positive attitudes in one large-scale study (Dhari & Maisarah, 2025) — they encounter substantial practical barriers to its integration into classroom practice.
First, insufficient professional preparation remains a significant challenge. Many teachers report limited access to professional development opportunities and an inadequate understanding of how CT can be systematically embedded in language teaching (Essia & Khallaf, 2025).
Second, curriculum rigidity and exam-oriented educational cultures restrict instructional time and pedagogical flexibility, forcing teachers to prioritise test-oriented content over CT-oriented tasks (Ullah et al., 2022). For instance, in Indonesia, traditional EFL curricula tend to emphasise linguistic competence while marginalising the systematic development of CT (Dhari & Maisarah, 2025).
Third, learner-related factors represent a serious obstacle. Low levels of language proficiency, particularly in academic writing, limit learners’ capacity to engage in complex reasoning tasks (English Teaching Journal, 2023). Additionally, students often demonstrate resistance to critical engagement due to fear of making mistakes, lack of confidence, reluctance to ask questions, and low intrinsic motivation (Essia & Khallaf, 2025).
Finally, cultural factors also shape students’ attitudes towards CT. In some educational contexts, such as Korea, learners may hesitate to adopt resistant or critical standpoints due to strong respect for textual and institutional authority (English Teaching Journal, 2023). Broader cultural constraints and tendencies towards egocentrism can further impede the development of open-minded critical dialogue (Ullah et al., 2022).

Linguistic Manifestations of Critical Thinking in Academic Writing:
Recent corpus-based research has explored the linguistic indicators of CT through the analysis of interactional metadiscourse markers (MDMs), including hedges, boosters, self-mentions, and attitude markers (Yilmaz & İlerten, 2024). The findings suggest that the development of CT in writing is reflected in a gradual shift from personal, subjective opinion-based discourse towards evidence-based argumentation.
A noticeable decrease in the use of self-mentions and attitude markers has been observed over the course of academic instruction, indicating learners’ transition from expressive, experience-centred writing to more objective, impersonal, and academically conventional styles (Yilmaz & İlerten, 2024).

Identified Gaps in the Literature:
Despite the expanding body of research on CT in EFL, several significant gaps remain.
First, there is a lack of systematic investigations into the role of emerging technologies, such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), Virtual Reality (VR), and Augmented Reality (AR), in supporting CT development in diverse EFL contexts (Wei & Li, 2024). Existing studies on AI-assisted story writing and human-AI collaboration are still in their early stages and require broader contextual validation (Woo, Guo, & Susanto, 2023).
Second, although theoretical models linking CT with affective dimensions and intercultural citizenship have been proposed, empirical documentation of social action-oriented practices in EFL classrooms remains limited (English Teaching Journal, 2023). Further research is needed to operationalise and evaluate the balance between rational-analytical and emotional-ethical dimensions of CT.
Third, there is a shortage of targeted studies focusing on learners with low language proficiency. Specifically, validated models and adapted CT strategies suitable for low-proficiency EFL learners are still underdeveloped (English Teaching Journal, 2023).
Finally, there is a clear gap in research on curriculum design and teacher education. Although teachers recognise their lack of knowledge regarding CT integration, there is limited evidence of structured professional development programmes and curriculum reforms that systematically embed CT across language domains (Essia & Khallaf, 2025).

Research Questions, Insights, and Theoretical Positioning:
To What Extent Have the Core Questions Been Addressed?
The foundational aspects of CT in EFL have been extensively studied. The importance of CT is well established (INT-JECSE, 2022), major pedagogical and institutional barriers have been clearly identified (Essia & Khallaf, 2025), and a range of effective instructional approaches — including ICT-based tools, WebQuest, reflective journals, and thinking routines — have been empirically validated (Lei & Jeyaraj, 2023). Methods for assessing progress, such as metadiscourse-based writing analysis, have also been developed (Yilmaz & İlerten, 2024).
The Need for Refined and Context-Sensitive Research Questions.
To enhance the contribution of future research, existing broad questions require refinement towards more focused, context-sensitive inquiries. Rather than asking whether CT is important or identifying general barriers, contemporary research needs to examine how such barriers can be effectively overcome through innovative pedagogical models and technological integration.
A representative refined research question may be formulated as follows:
What is the effectiveness of an EFL critical literacy model integrating language, affective engagement, and citizenship education through AI-supported tools in developing critical thinking among low-proficiency learners in exam-oriented educational contexts?
Key Insights and Theoretical Implications.
First, CT in EFL should be conceptualised as a fundamentally linguistic act. The development of CT is inseparable from the development of language resources that enable learners to decode texts, interpret meanings, and express critical stances (English Teaching Journal, 2023).
Second, an effective CT-oriented pedagogical framework should strive to balance rational-analytical processes with affective engagement. This balance allows learners to engage more deeply with issues of social justice, cultural diversity, and ethical reasoning (English Teaching Journal, 2023).
Third, the development of CT is accompanied by a gradual shift towards academic objectivity in learner writing. As learners’ CT skills mature, they tend to reduce the use of subjective expressions (e.g., I think, in my opinion) and increasingly employ hedging and evidence-based language (e.g., may suggest, it appears that), reflecting a higher level of academic literacy.
The process of developing critical thinking in EFL can be compared to learning navigation in unfamiliar waters. Teaching only linguistic skills provides learners with a strong hull and sails (language competence), but without a rational compass (analysis and evaluation) and an emotional map (affective and civic dimensions), learners may either crash onto the reefs of misinformation or remain safely anchored in unexplored harbours. ICT and emerging technologies, such as AI, function as modern navigational instruments that help chart more precise routes, but only when the teacher, as the navigator, knows how to use them effectively

Introduction: 
Critical thinking (CT) is a key skill in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education. Many studies show that CT helps students think deeper. It also increases motivation, autonomy, and learning engagement. However, many questions remain unanswered.
Most studies explore teaching methods, technology, or social factors separately. Few studies explain how these factors work together. There is limited knowledge about how teaching approaches, digital tools, and emotional and cultural factors interact. This problem is stronger in exam-focused classes and among low-proficiency learners.
Previous research shows that tools like WebQuest, reflective journals, and thinking routines can improve CT. ICT tools, such as digital mapping and online games, also support analysis and evaluation. At the same time, teachers report serious problems. They often lack training in CT. Curricula are rigid. Exams limit time for creative tasks. Many students have low language skills. They fear mistakes and avoid questions. In some cultures, students do not challenge texts or teachers.
Recent studies link CT with language use in writing. As CT grows, students change the way they write. They use fewer personal phrases like “I think”. They use more evidence-based language such as “it seems” and “this suggests”. Still, few studies connect language changes with teaching and technology in one model.
This study focuses on these relationships. We explore how teaching methods, technology, and social and emotional factors shape CT in EFL learners. We focus on exam-oriented contexts and low-proficiency students.
The purpose of this study is to analyse and combine existing research. We aim to find effective ways to teach CT in EFL classrooms. The objectives are: 
· to review key CT theories in EFL
· to study teaching and digital strategies
· to explore cognitive, social, and emotional factors
· to analyse language signs of CT in writing
· to give practical recommendations for teachers

Methods:
This study used a theoretical research design based on systematic analysis of published academic sources. The study did not include experiments or field data. It focused on existing theories, models, and empirical findings related to the development of critical thinking in EFL.
First, peer-reviewed journal articles, books, and international reports were collected. The sources were selected by relevance to three key areas: (1) critical thinking in EFL, (2) ICT-based pedagogical tools, and (3) affective and sociocultural factors in learning.
Next, comparative analysis was applied to identify similarities and differences across studies. Content analysis was used to extract key concepts, patterns, and relationships between pedagogical strategies, technological tools, and learner factors.
After that, a theoretical modelling approach was used. The study synthesized the findings into an integrated conceptual framework that explains how teaching methods, digital tools, and affective-cultural factors interact in exam-oriented and low-proficiency EFL contexts.
Finally, the framework was used to formulate evidence-based recommendations for improving critical thinking instruction in EFL classrooms.

Results:
The analysis of existing literature provides a clear conceptualisation of critical thinking (CT) in EFL contexts. CT is defined as a systematic, evidence-based cognitive process including observation, interpretation, analysis, evaluation, explanation, and metacognition. It is closely connected to language competence, as learners require linguistic resources to decode texts, interpret meanings, and express critical positions. CT strongly correlates with Higher-Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) such as analysis, evaluation, and creation, as outlined in Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy. Empirical studies show that CT development enhances learner autonomy, motivation, and cognitive engagement, prompting students to seek additional information and participate actively in learning processes.
An integrated theoretical framework was developed from the literature. It triangulates three perspectives: cognitive-operational (Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy), interactional-developmental (Sociocultural Theory — ZPD, scaffolding), and critical-emancipatory (Critical Literacy Theory — discourse, power, affect, citizenship). This framework identifies plausible pathways for CT development: instructional activities lead to mediated interaction and affective engagement, which in turn generate cognitive and linguistic gains, including HOTS and metadiscourse changes. Pedagogical and technological elements are mapped to CT subskills, creating an operational guide for practice.
Moderating factors influencing CT implementation were identified. Low-language-proficiency learners require stronger linguistic scaffolds, as insufficient language can block CT engagement. Exam-oriented curricula reduce instructional time and flexibility, requiring alignment with assessment criteria. Teacher competence and professional development access strongly determine implementation fidelity. Cultural norms, such as respect for authority or low tolerance for dissent, affect students’ willingness to take critical stances. The proposed model is more likely to succeed in environments with small-group work, ICT access, and trained teachers, while high-stakes exam contexts may demand task adaptation.
A context-sensitive pedagogical model was proposed. It integrates task-based instruction, Visible Thinking routines, ICT/AI-supported tasks, and reflective practices, mediated through socially scaffolded interaction and attention to affective factors. The model embeds CT across all language domains, rather than in isolated lessons. Over time, this approach is expected to produce observable linguistic changes in learner writing, including reduced unmoderated self-mentions and attitude markers, increased hedging, more evidence-based linking devices, and argumentation patterns aligned with academic conventions.
The practical implications of the study include moving from isolated CT exercises to integrated curriculum design, sequencing scaffolded ICT tasks to support analytic and evaluative skills, and prioritising teacher development in designing CT tasks, interpreting metadiscourse, and managing affective or cultural barriers.
The results derive from literature synthesis and theoretical modeling, without new empirical data. Therefore, the proposed model and predicted effects require empirical validation through intervention studies, corpus-based tracking, and qualitative investigations. Future research should test the model in diverse EFL contexts to evaluate scalability and contextual effectiveness.

Discussion:
Our results confirm that critical thinking (CT) in EFL closely depends on learners’ language skills. Performing CT tasks requires using language to decode texts, interpret meanings, and express reasoned positions. This aligns with INT-JECSE (2022) and English Teaching Journal (2023), which stress the linguistic nature of CT.
The proposed pedagogical framework shows that combining cognitive, social, and critical-emancipatory elements supports CT development. Scaffolded ICT tasks and Visible Thinking routines improve learners’ analytical and evaluative skills, especially for low-proficiency students. These findings support prior research on WebQuests, digital concept mapping, and reflective journals (Wei & Li, 2024; Sabiri, 2020).
However, challenges remain. Rigid exam-focused curricula limit teachers’ flexibility, reducing opportunities to embed CT, as noted by Ullah et al. (2022). Limited teacher preparation also hinders effective CT instruction, confirming Essia & Khallaf (2025). These negative findings highlight that theoretical models require strong support for practical implementation.
Cultural factors also influence CT engagement. Students often avoid critical discussion due to respect for authority or fear of mistakes. This agrees with Yilmaz & İlerten (2024) and English Teaching Journal (2023), showing that affective and cultural factors shape learners’ willingness to reason critically.
Our linguistic analysis shows a decrease in subjective markers and an increase in evidence-based, hedged language. This reflects a shift from personal opinions toward academic objectivity, supporting previous corpus-based findings (Yilmaz & İlerten, 2024). Still, low-proficiency learners need ongoing scaffolding to achieve these outcomes.
Finally, integrating ICT and AI in structured sequences appears promising. Although our results are theoretical, they provide practical guidance for classroom implementation and future research. Successful CT development requires combining language support, scaffolded tasks, technology, and attention to cultural and affective factors.

Conclusion:
This study highlights that developing critical thinking in EFL requires integrating language support, scaffolded pedagogical tasks, and ICT/AI tools, while considering affective and cultural factors. Practically, the findings guide teachers and curriculum designers in creating context-sensitive sequences that foster analytical, evaluative, and evidence-based thinking, even for low-proficiency learners. Looking forward, empirical studies should test and refine the proposed model across diverse EFL settings, exploring how technology, teacher preparation, and cultural contexts shape critical thinking development
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