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Abstract 

The present study intended to explore the extent to which the implementation of the Functional English 

course develops critical thinking (CT) skills of learners at university level. This case study research made 

use of purposive sampling strategy and four such higher education institutions in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 

were chosen where case under study was offered. An observation protocol was used to collect data in this 

observational study. One observation in each institution was randomly conducted while observing all the 

ethical considerations. The researcher, as non-participant observer, collected field notes and analyzed that 

data qualitatively. The findings revealed that Intended Learning Outcomes (ILO’s) were explicitly shared 

by all the teachers, which were directly reflecting potential for development of CT skills. Fifty percent 

teachers organized the opening of lesson by brain storming. All the four classes observed, reflected a 

strong evidence of teachers positive and productive interaction with students. Teaching strategies used by 

all the four teachers were student centered and indicative of development of CT skills among learners. 

 

Keywords: Functional English Course, Critical Thinking Skills, Development, Teaching Strategies. 

  

 

Introduction 

 
There has been witnessed a shift with the onset of new millennium, in focus of educational attainment from 

acquisition of knowledge to making using of that knowledge meaningfully (Nejmoui, 2018) and English 

Language Teaching has taken up the new trend for incorporation. There is reasonable provision for 

developing critical thinking skills while learning a second language (Rafi, 2011) as it provides an 

opportunity to think independently. Language classroom is seen by many, as potential site for enhancing 

CT skills (Chamot, 1995; Tarvinand Al- Arishi, 1991 cited in Liaw, 2007). Literature presents empirical 

evidence of improved CT skills through second language teaching (Chapple& Curtis, 2000; Davidson, 

1994, 1995).  Critical thinking skills learnt in a second language classroom, work even beyond that class, in 

real life situations (Mahyuddinet al. (2004). Brown (2004) and Widdowson (1990) believes in extending 

language learning objectives to incorporate development of higher order thinking skills. Language has an 

integral role in making individual think critically as he/she is to use language. In the context of Pakistan, 

however the purpose of teaching English is enabling learners to make use of language for communication 

and acquire knowledge of other discipline offered in English. Masduqi (2011) identifies multi fold 

problems faced by Asian students while learning English including challenge of a new language, delivered 

in an authoritative environment where teacher is all in all and question is not well come, together all that 

makes it extremely difficult to expect any critical thinking to take place in English Language class. 
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Liu et al. (2014) identify CT as one of the main objectives of teaching at higher education level while 

referring to Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC & U, 2011). It is one of the most 

talked about thinking skill due to its pivotal role in reasonable decision making and solving practical life 

problems (Halpern, 2003; Butler, 2012). Educational Testing Survey (2013) presented CT, as seen by the 

heads of higher education institution, as one of the important skills for not only achieving academic 

objectives but practical life aims as well. Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD, 2012) have included CT as basic skill to be assessed while evaluating overall attainment of the 

college learners across nations.    

 

It is believed that university education enables learners to think critically and independently (Mitchell et al., 

2003; Halpern, 2014). They can evaluate the given information based on evidence (Renaud & Murray, 

2008).  To give argument for and think critically about an issue has to be part of classroom activity at 

higher education level (Andrews, 2015). A study conducted in Moroccan context (Amrous&Nejmaoui, 

2016) however, came up with dissatisfactory situation where only students of master‟s degree could 

achieve average level of critical thinking. Similar findings are reported by Indah and Kusuma (2016) in 

Indonesia where critical thinking skills of higher education students are ranked at elementary level only 

with poor reasoning. 

 

The Higher Education Commission, since its inception in 2002, has been given the charge of higher 

education in Pakistan. Objective set for this autonomous body is to further the higher education and 

promote research culture in the country. The learners stepping into the institutions of higher education have 

little to no experience of thinking critically about the learning material as rote learning is the most widely 

used approach for earning good grades at school level (Paul & Elder, 2008b). The National Education 

Policy (2009) covers all the level and aspects of education. This policy talks of loudly, incorporating higher 

order thinking skills and has emphasized on developing an outcome based curriculum instead of subject-

matter driven curriculum. It has been noted that in spite of high aspiring policy documents, unsatisfactory 

achievement is witnessed as far education of masses is concerned (Mitchell et al., 2005; Fazal, et al.,2014) 

and teacher education is no exception. USAID launched funding for restructuring teacher education in 

Pakistan from platform of HEC (2009). The Higher Education Commission (2012) provided curriculum 

guidelines for the compulsory Functional English course and these advocated an approach to teaching and 

learning that was strongly student-centred. Multiple studies have identified facilitators and barriers in 

developing CT skills at higher education level in Pakistan (Lipman, 2003; Mangena&Chabeli, 2005; 

Aliakbari&Sadeghdaghighi, 2012; Cassumet al., 2013; Saeedet al.,2012; Manan&Mehmood, 2015). 

 

Literature Review 
 

Three different school of thoughts exist in literature regarding concept of CT (Lai, 2011) namely 

philosophical, cognitive psychological, and educational.In spite of differing viewpoint, there exist some 

common features to all three approaches. These are mainly cognitive procedures that a thinker may 

undertake whichever approach he may use. These include analyzing arguments (Ennis, 1985; Facione, 

1990), making inferences using inductive or deductive reasoning (Willingham, 2007), judging or evaluating 

(Ennis, 1985; Case, 2005), making decisions or solving problems (Halpern, 1998; Willingham, 2007). 

Questioning has been found having pivotal role in generating critical thoughts (Manan&Mehmood, 

2015;Willingham, 2007); Al-Osaimi et al., 2014; DiYanni, 2015). The two conditions basic to these 

questions are firstly the nature of question must be productive and learner must be inquisitive and 

motivated. The background knowledge of the area is prerequisite for critical thinking to take place about 

that area (Case, 2005; Willingham, 2007).  

 

Larson et al. (2009) believethatmajority of studentscompletingtheircollegeeducation, are unable to 

comprehend, weigh or givereasoning in theirwriting. Highereducationisachieving the goal of knowledge 

acquisition but beingunable to criticallyanalyzethatknowledgeremains a serious limitation of 

universitystudents (Halpern, 2014). Pukelis (2007) sees the role of highereducation as producing efficient 
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work force and productive members of society capable of thinkingcritically. Teachersathighereducation are 

foundlackingknowledge of suitablestrategies for promoting CT skills of learners (Alazzi,2008). There 

islittleevidencebasedliterature on effective ways for developing CT of learners. Al-Osaimi et al. (2015) 

made use of group work, with challenges to questions. In spite of acknowledgingitshigh importance, 

ironicallyvery few writings have discussed the teachingstrategiesfocused on improving CT skills of 

learnersathighereducationlevel (Half&Reybold, 2005; Tsui, 2006). Universityteachers are foundgivenlittle 

to no training in CT skillsteaching(Burbachet al.,2004; Costa &Kallick, 2009; Tsui, 2006). 

 

Three hurdles identified by Richmond (2007), in developing CT skills in institutions of higher educations 

are: firstly, the operational concept of CT is not well understood by university faculty, secondly the 

misconception that it is already taught in different courses and thirdly, traditional cramming and grade 

driven learning still perpetuates. Moreover, in Pakistani culture questioning is not encouraged and rather 

seen as disobedience to teacher (Manan&Mehmood, 2015). In case of US, the content driven university 

courses become a hurdle in achieving goal of developing CT skills (Halpern, 2014). A learner-centered 

language classroom is expected to encourage students to communicate effectively and think critically 

(Richards & Rodger, 2001) but the case of Pakistan is much different where questioning is seen as in 

obedience (Masduqi, 2011). Cassum et al. (2013) figured out four major areas which may help or hinder 

development of CT skills including teachers‟ competence, nature of students, type of learning environment, 

and organizational ethos and resources. 

 

The debate of explicit and implicit teaching of CT is long standing however, ElSou and See (2019) have 

presented evidence in favor of explicit teaching of CT. Recent technological developments have also lead 

to emergence of technology based strategies of CT development that may enhance learners‟ interest in and 

engagement with learning materials, and making them think creatively and critically (Gurbangeldiyewna, 

2016; McQuiggan et al., 2015;). This evidence of literature made Atayeva, et al. (2019) to make use of 

short video in language class to encourage learners think critically. In the context of Pakistan, higher 

education institutions are still practicing traditional disciplined classroom with teacher having an 

authoritative role, it seems difficult to find room for questioning hence leading to critical thinking 

(Manan&Mehmood, 2015). 

 

One can identify four differing views on how to teach CT skills. Direct teaching approach takes up CT as 

content for teaching (Kong,2005). Al-Degether (2009) suggest to teach CT that is specific to the subject 

matter taught which he refer as domain specific teaching. Another view is to infuse CT with the subject 

matter and is referred as infusion approach (Swartz & Park, 1994; Kuhn, 2000). Implicit approach offers 

possibility of learning CT skills which are embedded in the content (Beyer, 2008) whereas proponents of 

explicit teaching are not convinced for keeping it embedded (Abrami et al., 2014). The practical aspect of 

teaching CT by either approach involves the use of questioning strategy (Saeed et al., 2013). Use of 

questioning has implications for role of teacher in making learners think differently and creatively (Lipman, 

2003). 

 

As far teaching Functional English at university level, in Pakistan is concerned, the factors effecting 

development of CT skills will include (HEC, 2012a; NEP, 2009): transforming role of teacher from 

authority on knowledge to facilitator for exploring knowledge, acceptance for the students poor to know 

background in CT skills, realizing the need to replace memory based assessment system with one 

demanding CT, designing interactive teaching strategies which may encourage discussion, debate and 

argumentation. 

 

Material and Methods 
 

The interpretivist worldview which holds that reality is constructed while being explored, underpins the 

method of this research. This case study used observation method for data collection using an observation 

protocol designed to observe four major areas including intended learning outcomes, organization of 
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lesson, student teacher interaction, and pedagogy used. Four institutions were chosen by purposive 

sampling technique as these institutions were relevant to the case understudy, the functional English course. 

One observation in each institution was conducted, field notes were taken carefully. Observer took a non-

participant observer‟s role.   

 

Results and Discussion  
 

The findings of this study are presented under the four heads which were used for note taking while 

observing the class. 

 

Intended Learning Outcomes 

 

The way learning out comes are designed, clearly indicates the level of thinking expected to get engaged. 

During first observation, teacher verbally communicate the ILO‟s, as,  

 

„Compare different instruction manuals.‟  

„Apply the new learning in a novice situation.‟ 

The lesson observed in the second institution included in its ILO‟s: 

„Reflect on the kinds of stories they like and why they like them.‟ 

While observing the third lesson, the teacher communicated following ILO: 

„To enable the students to give directions in order to reach a certain destination.‟ 

One of the ILO‟s communicated during observation in the fourth institution was: 

„Design instruction manuals.‟ 

 

While summarizing the analysis of ILO‟s designed in the course of Functional English, it was noted that 

the cognitive level of application, analysis, evaluation, and creation (of the learner) were expected to get 

engaged. It was hoped that the ILO‟s designed in the Functional English course might successfully get 

learners engaged in the higher order thinking while enhancing communication skills. 

 

Organization of the lesson 

 

This observation area captured the teacher‟s professional skills in successfully engaging learners‟ into new 

learning. During the first observation, it was noted that teacher‟s Brain storm activity proved highly 

effective in engaging learners. Figuring out a real life scenario for dialogue and selecting a suitable title for 

that dialogue, was found as energizer for thought process and every single student tried to put in a share in 

that activity. The second and third observation however noted that teacher did not organize any engaging 

opening activity. The teacher in the fourth institution also organized a brain storming session just by asking 

to share their ideas about instruction manuals, its content, types etc. They were told a day before to bring 

any instruction manual they find at home. It may be inferred that fifty percent of the case being observed, 

experienced an engaging outset for the learners setting the stage for critical thinking to may take place.    

 

Student-Teacher Interaction 

 

All the four observations conducted during this study witness very encouraging role of teacher with regard 

to providing learners with opportunities of interaction with each other, participation in activities, making 

queries, sharing their ideas, and thinking creatively. All the teachers were friendly, well coming, 

encouraging students for their responses irrespective of those being correct or not. The facilitating behavior 

of teachers led to productive participation by almost all the students. Teachers‟ politely suggested 

correction for mispronounced words.     
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Pedagogical Practices used in the Classroom 

 

The use of pair share, during first observation was witnessed where students were made into pairs, given 

handouts, asked to identify dialogue context in given scenarios, and distinguish request from enquiries. The 

strategies used by the teacher in second institution included pair share, individual task and whole class 

discussion. The whole class discussion proved to be most effective for making students fully participate. 

The teacher in the third institution used multi-media for sharing new vocabulary, questioning making use of 

that vocabulary, and asking students to think of application of same in new situation. In the fourth 

institution use of pair share and group work was witnessed. In nutshell, all the classes observed were found 

students actively participating in class activities which is considered as hallmark of effective strategies.   

 

Link between English Course and CT Skills 

 

As the functional English course was being delivered in the classrooms, the following class room features 

were found intimately related to CT development: 

 

 When learners were asked to connect their learning with their real life experience, they find learning 

more meaningful just as students, in activity three were supposed to write instructions for a cooking 

recipe, were made to bring in their experience of working in kitchen into the learning process. 

 Students actively and willingly participating in classroom activities, sharing their ideas with group and 

whole class was an evidence of their active thinking. 

 Once all the groups were done with their manual designing and displaying, the students were asked for 

a gallery walk. They were comparing, analyzing and ultimately evaluating all the manuals, thus 

explicitly using critical thinking. 

 The brain storm activity (observed during two observation) by its very nature ensures active thinking 

on the part of learners‟. 

 Creative thinking was involved where students created a scenario of their own for requests and 

enquiries which are most appropriate. Making reasonable choices with justification is thinking 

critically. 

 Exploring different possibilities for ending of a story and choosing appropriate adjectives to describe 

characters of the story, provided students to think out of box. 

 

Effective listening enables learners to gather the information that is prerequisite for thinking critically. 

Listening activity supported be showing text using multimedia enabled students to get focused and attentive 

for thinking they needed to do for filling out the work sheet once the listening is over. Another activity 

required learners to first listen the instructions for guiding some to find a location and then keeping in view 

their own institution, formulate set of instructions for an out sider to locate his/her desired destination. 

Students were engaged in synthesizing while  carrying out this task. Yet another activity required students 

to formulate questions and think of appropriate responses for those questions which also indicated potential 

for analytical and evaluative thinking to take place. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The present study intended to explore the extent to which implementation of The Functional English course 

has led to the development of CT skills.  The use of backward lesson plan has been found enacted in all the 

observed classes. Reynolds and Kearns (2017) define backward planning model as to begin with the end in 

mind, then identifying assessment suitable to measure that outcome and last but not the least, is to think of 

such strategies that may help achieve those outcomes. This model of lesson planning assign central position 

to learner. Trigwell (2010) and Wang et al. (2014) have found backward lesson planning as helpful in 

promoting higher order thinking among students. Fifty percent classes were found experiencing brain 

storming as beginning activity. All the teachers were found playing a very positive and productive role in 

providing ample opportunities for promotion of CT skills. Van-der-Stel et al. (2010) believe that teacher 
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has pivotal role in making such opportunities available to learners as describing procedures, providing 

reasons and justifying their choices. Kivunja (2015) and Bermingham (2015) consider teacher‟s role as 

decisive in making students think critically. The choice of teaching strategies in all the observed classes 

were found highly engaging. Susanti et al. (2020) believe that one solution to improve learning and 

thinking is to improve teaching strategies. What research has found as effective pedagogy, is one that 

ensures learners‟ active participation in the process of learning (Prince, 2004; Harfield et al., 2007). It may 

be concluded that the implementation of The Functional English course has been successful to great extent 

in fostering Ct skills among student of B.Ed. Elementary and Associate Degree in Education programs. 
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