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Abstract

Based on the findings of previous studies which highlight the role of vocabulary knowledge
in English as a Foreign Language/English as a Second Language (EFL/ESL) learners’
learning process, this study is aimed at exploring the effectiveness of critical thinking on
vocabulary learning by Malaysian EFL learners. .To achieve the purpose of this study, 60 male
undergraduate EFL learners studying English at Asian EFL Academy Language Institute in
Pinang were selected after administering Preliminary English Test. To examine whether there
is a significant difference between experimental and control group, two parallel versions of
Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (Pribakht & Wesche, 1993) were used as pre-test and post-test.
The participants in experimental group were instructed on how to employ critical thinking
strategies on vocabulary learning. The results of the post-test showed that the experimental
group who received formal instruction based on the critical thinking strategies revealed the
prominent development and interest in vocabulary learning. The t-test also indicated a
significant difference between the performance of the control and experimental group.

Keywords: Critical thinking ability, vocabulary learning strategies, EFL learners, Lexical
knowledge.
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1. Introduction

It is important that language learners and teachers should use lexicon precisely and critically.
The lexicon is known as vocabulary, which is one of the most important components of
language. It is the fact that without it, individuals cannot convey their ideas to others (Allen,
1983). Previous researchers (e.g., Knight, 1994; Wesche & Paribakht, 1996; Zimmerman,
1997) also highlighted a significant role of vocabulary in L2 acquisition. Therefore, it is
necessary to propose a novel but effective approach for learning and teaching vocabulary.

Consistent with the notion that learning the first language is largely dependent on the
knowledge of vocabulary(Thornbury, 2002),there is now a unanimous consensus among
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) educators that the quality and quantity of EFL learners
learning language are determined, to a large extent, with learners’ vocabulary knowledge
(Decarrico, 2001; Hatch & Brown, 1995; Maley,1986; Schmitt,2000).That is why many EFL
educators argue that inadequacy of lexical knowledge may hamper or slow down language
learning (Fan, 2003). However, for many EFL learners, vocabulary learning is an extremely
challenging task (Catalan, 2003; Hiebert, 2011; Read, 2000).

To date, a wide range of approaches, techniques, exercises and practices has been used for
vocabulary teaching as it is challenging for L2 learners to learn vocabulary. For this reason, it is
suggested by Hulstijn (1993) that teachers should teach their students strategies that are
potential to the improvement in the knowledge of vocabulary in addition to teaching specific
words. It is the truth that most learners are less interested in learning vocabulary when they are
required to spend a great deal of time memorizing and learning a word (Allen, 1983). That is
why it will be more efficient if the teachers attempt to teach their students unfamiliar words
within a limited time through more effective approaches or techniques.

In recent years, a number of researchers (e.g., Dornyei, 2005; Ehrman, Leaver, & Oxford, 2003;
Norton, 2001; Robinson, 2002) have paid attention to research on learner traits and critical
thinking ability.  There is a shift from behavior-oriented theories of learning to
cognition-oriented one due to learners’ need for their jobs (Ustunuoglu, 2004). This shift
focuses on the important role of the performance of learners compared to the teachers. The
cognitive approaches are highly appreciated in language teaching, which indicates the
relationship between thinking and language. Thus, it was shown that thinking skills are
enhanced when knowledge-production behavior of learners are monitored more carefully than
their knowledge-reproduction performance. This is because critical, creative, and scientific
thinking is emphasized in the process of knowledge-production.

Critical Thinking (CT) is one of the significant internal factors which is believed to have a
major influence on the process of learning and the way EFL learners deal with input and
produce output (Chamot, 1995; Nosratinia & Zaker, 2013).CT, as a high level of cognitive
function, “is a purposeful, self-regulatory judgement which results in interpretation, analysis
evaluation, and inference, as well as explanations of evidential, conceptual, methodological or
contextual considerations upon which the judgement is based” (Astleitner,2002, p.53). Such a
cognitive factor, according to Wagner (1997), would enable individuals to develop expertise in
many areas of life.
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There are numerous ways to define critical thinking. However, this concept has not been
defined in a consistent way. According to Kadir (2007), this problem is caused by a relation
between critical thinking and various perspectives of philosophy and psychology. For example,
the notion of critical thinking is emphasized by philosophers, whereas the notion of critical
thinking skills is highlighted by psychologists. Additionally, critical thinking is characterized
by Noddlings (2006) as a way to explain the decision making, conduct, and belief of
individuals precisely and logically. Meanwhile, Cottrell (2005) defined that critical thinking
refers to a cognitive activity which is not separated with the use of the mind.

There is a close relationship between critical thinking and learning. Indeed, this view is
confirmed by Paul and Elder (2005) that critical thinking is related to learning due to a key
insight. It is also stated that thinking of people is just improved when people are in the process
of learning. It means that there is a positive outcome of learning when people have their good
thinking. By contrast, poor learning results in poor thinking. Therefore, it can be concluded
that learning plays a key role in improving critical thinking of human because it acts as a means
of connection and collaboration. It was also highlighted that careful reading and listening are
two main activities required for the enhancement of critical thinking. Likewise, Duron,
Limbach, and Waugh (2006) indicate the benefits of active learning that students’ critical
thinking is enhanced due to the more pleasant atmosphere for both teachers and students
(p.160). However, it receives some criticisms from scholars. In fact, a pleasant feeling of
people is hindered because the interactions among individuals are well monitored.

Mok (2010) indicate two main aspects of critical thinking. The first aspect refers to a learning
space, whereas the second one mentions classroom teaching. The first aspect suggests that
learning should be organized in an active way to motivate students’ engagement in their
learning process. It was, moreover, suggested that students should be provided with the process
of critical thinking to distinguish the critical features of various critical attitudes. Meanwhile,
it is suggested in the second aspect that the process of meaningful critical thinking occurs when
teachers raise effective questions to involve their students’ engagement in authentic
discussions.

Our life needs critical thinking as it is considered as one of the important skills required for
human (Mimbs, 2005; Halvorsen, 2005). Therefore, it is necessary that key elements of critical
thinking should be applied into the classrooms. This view is also supported by Davidson (1998);
Waters (2006); and Liaw (2007). Moreover, Paul and Elder (2005) proposed four reasons (i.e.,
accelerating change, intensifying complexity, escalating interdependence, and increasing
danger) why critical thinking becomes more important (p.12).

The relationship between critical thinking and various areas of language has been explored by a
number of researchers. For example, Mirzai (2008) investigated the relationship between
critical thinking and lexical inferencing of Iranian EFL learners. To conduct this research,
participants include 130 male and female students who were selected from an institute of
language. For data collection, a questionnaire of TOEFL and Honey critical thinking including
30 items were delivered to these students. From the obtained results, those students who have
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higher critical thinking ability outperform better than those who have lower critical one in
lexical inferencing.

Kamali and Fahim (2011) conducted a study to examine whether there is any relationship
between critical thinking ability, resilience, and reading texts with unfamiliar vocabulary items.
In this study, Appraisal test of Honey (2004), Resilience Scale of Connor and Davidson (2003),
a checklist of vocabulary, and a validated battery of four reading comprehension tests were
administered to 63 intermediate EFL learners. Three findings were found: (1) critical thinking
level significantly affects participants’ scores on the resilience scale, (2) critical thinking level
significantly affects the participants’ comprehension of reading texts with unfamiliar
vocabulary items, and (3) resilience level significantly affects the participants’ comprehension
of reading texts with unfamiliar vocabulary items.

The effects of students’ learning style on critical thinking skill were investigated by Myers and
Dyer (2006). In this research, participants include 135 students who were attending the courses
of agriculture and life sciences leadership in Florida University. The Gregorc Style Delineator
was administered to evaluate each student’s the preferred learning style. The test of Cornell
Critical Thinking was also administered to determine each student’s the critical thinking skills.
The results revealed no difference in critical thinking skills between male and female students.
However, it was shown that students who deeply embedded abstract sequential learning style
preferences had higher scores on critical thinking than others. No difference in critical thinking
ability between students of other learning styles was also found.

Brookfield (2010) indicated three main aims of developing critical thinkers: (1) helping readers
to know about critical thinking phenomenon, describing its key components, providing
examples to explain how to observe it at the actions of people, and providing the research and
conceptual base for this activity; (2) examining different methods, techniques as well as
approaches wused for seeking for persons who help enhance critical thinking skills; (3)
exploring the chances for individuals to be critical thinkers in four specific arenas, all of which
are important to the life of most adults in their relationship, at their workplace, and potential to
political involvements regarding the mass media which affects their perceptions of the world.
The intended readers are all those professionals, managers, and educators who desire to
understand, and develop critical thinking skills of their colleagues, clients, learners, and peers.

A study on the evaluation of the predictive power of Iranian English language learners’ critical
thinking on their performance on inferential reading comprehension tests was conducted by
Boloori (2010). The results showed a significant correlation between critical thinking and
inferential reading comprehension.

3. Research Questions

To fulfil the aims of the present study, the following specific question guide the collection
and analysis of data:

1. Is there any relationship between the use of critical thinking strategies and EFL learners’
vocabulary learning ability?
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4. Method

This research aims to explore the effectiveness of critical thinking on vocabulary learning by
Malaysian EFL learners. To do this end, the present study was accomplished, and the
following method and design were applied.

4.1. Participants

The sample of this study was 60 male undergraduate EFL learners, selected from110
enthusiastic EFL students, who were studying English at Asian EFL Academy Language
Institute in Pinang, Malaysia. The participants in the 19-25 age range were selected based on
their performance on the Proficiency (PET) test. The main medium of instruction in this
context was English; however, learners’ first language (L1; Malay) was used. This research
was a classroom experiment. In this study, it is impossible to select the students randomly.
Therefore, an intact group design was employed in this research. According to Mackey and
Gass (2005), the groups were intact in design; they were semi-randomly assigned to control
and experimental groups.

4.2. Materials and I nstrument

Two instruments were used for data collection: (1) 504 Absolutely Essential Words (5" ed.)
was used as a course book, and (2)Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) proposed by Paribakht
and Wesche (1993)was used as a pre-test and post-test. Tests of depth of lexical knowledge are
grouped into two categories: (1) tests for analyzing different aspects of lexical knowledge, and
(2) “‘developmental’ tests for identifying knowledge level considered as stages of acquiring the
word (Read, 1997, p. 315).Designing accurate tests for the assessment of the complicated
multidimensional construct of lexical knowledge is difficult, so the existing tests are grouped
into category (b) using some sort of rating scale, in this case, VKS.

Table3.1. The VKS scoring categories: Assignment of Scores to Responses

Self-report Possible Meaning of Scores
Categories Scores
I The word is not familiar at all
1
II The word is familiar but its meaning is not known
2
I A correct synonym or translation is given
3
v The word is used with semantic appropriateness in a sentence
4

The word is used with semantic appropriate and grammatical accuracy in a
\Y 5 sentence.

Its five-point scale measures learners’ receptive (categories III & IV) and productive
(category V) knowledge about a specific word, which can verify actual knowledge against
perceived knowledge. This instrument uses a five-point scale combining self-report and
performance items to elicit self-perceived and demonstrated knowledge of specific words in
written form. The scale ratings range from total unfamiliarity, through recognition of the
word and some idea of its meaning to the ability to use the word with grammatical and
semantic accuracy in a sentence. For example, an unsuccessful attempt at Level V or IV will
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result in a score of 2, 3 or 4. If knowledge of a meaning of the word is shown in a Level V
response, but the word is appropriately used in the sentence context, a score of 3 is given- And
SO on.

Finally, the assessment purpose of this research seems to fit quite nicely with the VKS’s
proclaimed purpose to “track the early development of specific words in an instructional or
experimental situation” (Wesche &Paribakht, 1996, as cited by Read, 2000, p. 33). In this
research the parallel form of the pre-test was used in the post-test, and then the test score
reliability is assessed through the correlation coefficient between the scores obtained from the
two forms.

4.3. Design

The design of the study was quasi-experimental design. Convenience sampling was used in this
research because it is often impossible for researchers to assign students randomly to language
classes (Hatch & Farhady, 1981; Mackey & Gass, 2005). Therefore, in this study, the groups
were semi-randomly assigned as the control group and the experimental group. In this study
critical thinking strategies are considered as independent variables and vocabulary learning is
considered as dependent variable.

4.4. Procedure
In order to achieve the purpose of the study, the following procedures were pursued:

After obtaining a formal approval for conducting the research in the context of the study, two
classes were randomly selected from the available classes taking 504 absolutely essential
words course at Asian EFL Academy Language Institute in Pinang. Initially ,to homogenize
the participants ,students were placed in classes on the basis of PET as a placement test in
Asian EFL Academy Language Institute ,this test was established the initial differences or
similarities of two groups.

The researcher held 15 sessions of teaching and practicing critical thinking techniques classes
during Sweeks and each session 90 minutes. They administered two tests of pre-test and
post-test in order to test the research question and investigate the impact of critical thinking
strategies on EFL learners vocabulary knowledge . According to VKS developed by Paribakht
and Wesche (1993), these two tests are used to trace any significant differences between the
two groups’ performance. The experimental group was instructed on how to engage the
participants in the process of thinking, make the participants familiar with the critical thinking
techniques through reading as much as possible and tried to extend the techniques in all levels
using their background knowledge experience, connecting different information, making
inferences, annotating, and generally being critical.

The activities used in experimental group share two basic characteristics: First, they all
concentrate on various aspects of vocabulary awareness and secondly they encourage the use
of dictionary work in the classroom, it is crucial that EFL teachers train their learners in the use
of both monolingual and bilingual dictionaries. It is equally crucial that teachers emphasize the
importance of using dictionaries for specified purposes (Moore, 2005 as cited in Palmberg,
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2006). All of the participants took part in pre-test then after the explicit instruction period, a
post-test of VKS was given. Post-test aims to determine to what extent the participants were
familiar with the critical thinking strategies after almost 5 weeks. To examine whether teaching
critical teaching strategies enhances the understanding of critical thinking techniques for
participants, the researcher compared the results with their answers at the beginning of the first
session.

5. Results and Discussion

To examine if the proficiency level of participants in both groups was the same at the beginning
of the study, an independent samples t-test was used. As shown in Table 5.1, there is no
statistically significant difference in the mean scores on the pre-test of both groups (M gg:
18.00, SD gg: 8.175 & M ¢g: 17.40, SD ¢g: 8.127). It can be concluded that vocabulary
knowledge of students in both groups was the same at the beginning of the study.

Table 5.1. Results for experimental and control groups

Group Statistics

N Mean St. Deviation Std. Error
Study groups Mean
Pre-test Scores Experimental group | 30 18.00 8.175 1.493
Control group 30 17.40 8.127 1.484
Post-test Scores ~ Experimental group 30 34.33 12.344 2.254
Control group 30 28.63 7.872 1.437

Table 5.2. Independent sample test based on pre-test and post-test scores of study groups

Independent Samples Test

Levene’s Test
for Equality t-test for Equality of Means
of Variances
F Sig. t df Sig.( | Mean | Std. 95%Confidence
2-tai | Differ | Error Interval of the
led) | ence | Differ Difference
ence
Pre-test scores Lower | Upper
Equal variances assumed 011 | 917 285 58 777 | .600 | 2.105 | -3.613 4.813
Equal variances not assumed 285 | 57.998 | .777 | .600 | 2.105 | -3.613 4.813
Post-test scores
Equal variances assumed 9.11 | .004 | 2.133 58 .037 | 5.700 | 2.673 350 11.050
Equal variances not assumed 7 2.133 | 49.240 | .038 | 5.700 | 2.673 329 11.071
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Based on the results of pre-test scores there was not a statistically significant difference
between the control and experimental groups (tpre-test (58) = 0.28; p>0.05) .On the other hand,
the results showed that there was a statistically significant difference between control and
experimental groups with respect to their post-test scores (tpost-test (58) = 2.13; p<0.05).

According to the results, it shows that the mean scores of the control and experimental groups
were different in the post-test; it means that the mean score of the experimental group was more
than the control group in the post-test. Meanwhile, the mean scores of the control and
experimental groups were very close to each other in the pre-test.

Table 5.3. Paired Sample Statistics between two pairs

Paired Samples Statistics

Mean N Std. Deviation | Std. Error Mean
Pairl  Exp. group pre test scores 18.00 30 8.175 1.493
Exp. group post test scores 34.33 30 12.344 2.254
Pair2  Con. group pre test scores 17.40 30 8.127 1.484
Con. group post test scores 28.63 30 7.872 1.437

According to assess whether there were any significant differences between the pre-test and
post-test scores of each of the groups ,the paired samples t-test was used .Based on the results
the difference between the means was statistically significant for control and experimental
groups , as a consequence their performances were different in the pre-test and post-test (t
experimantal (29) = -5.58; p<0.05 & teonirol (29) = -5.24; p<0.05).

Table5.4. Correlations between paired samples

Paired Samples Correlations

N Correlation | Sig.

Pairl  Exp. group pre test scores
& 30 -.186 326
Exp. group post test scores

Pair2 Con. group pre test scores
& 30 -.077 .684

Con. group post test scores
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Table 5.5. T-test in paired samples

Paired Samples test

Paired Differences t df | Sig(2-
Mean Std.De | Std.E 95% Confidence tailed
viation | rror Interval of the )
Mean Difference
Lower Upper
Pairl
Exp. group pre test scores -16.333 | 16.020 | 2.925 | -22.315 | -10.351 | -5.584 | 29 | .000
Exp. group post test scores
Pair2
Con. group pre test scores -11.233 | 11.743 | 2.144 | -15.618 | -6.848 -5.239 | 29 | .000
Con. group post test scores

Based on the results, both groups get better results in the post-test rather than pre-test(table 5.5).
It means that the correlation within each group is negative and within both groups, post-test
scores are more than pre-test scores.

6. Discussion

There is now a unanimous consensus among EFL researchers and educators that the quality
and quantity of EFL learners’ language learning are determined, to a large extent,with
learners’ vocabulary knowledge (Decarrico,2001; Hatch & Brown, 1995; Maley, 1986;
Schmitt 2000).However, for many EFL learners, vocabulary learning is a challenging task
(Catalan, 2003; Hiebert, 2011; Read, 2000). Based on this premise, vocabulary learning
strategies have been suggested as techniques which would facilitate vocabulary learning
among L2 learners(Coxhead, 2006; Lessard-Clouston, 2008).

Knowing that EFL learners’ performance is deeply influenced by their internal factors (Fahim
& Zaker, 2014; Lightbown & Spada, 2006) and that using vocabulary learning strategies is
closely related to the internal factors and mental processes (Catalan,2003), this study
attempted to systematically investigate the association among EFL learners’ critical thinking
and vocabulary learning.

Vocabulary learning is a multifaceted process which involves many mental processes, 1i.c.
memorizing words, being able to recall them, and using them appropriately (Nation, 2004;
Verhallen & Schoonen,1993). On the other hand, CT is a significant internal factor which is
believed to have a major influence on the process of learning and the way EFL learners deal
with input and produce output (Chamot, 1995; Nosratinia & Zaker, 2014).

Assessing the effect of applying critical thinking strategies on vocabulary learning was one of
the main objectives of this study. Pressley et al. 1982, Huckin et al. 1993, Gu and Johnson 1996
and Kizlik 2011 found that using critical thinking had a significant effect on students
vocabulary learning as one of the learning strategies.
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The findings of this study have some implications for EFL teachers. According to Scharle and
Szabo (2000), the class time for vocabulary is so limited when compared with the huge number
of vocabulary items needed to be learned. On the other hand, for many EFL learners,
vocabulary learning is a challenging task (Catalan, 2003; Hiebert, 2011; Read, 2000).
Therefore, along with vocabulary learning strategies instruction, as a direct form for
promoting vocabulary learning strategies use, EFL teachers should encourage critical thinking,
as one of the important internal factors (Nosratinia & Zaker, 2014), among their learners.

7. Conclusion

Learning vocabulary plays a key role in EFL learning ad teaching. Indeed, the meaning of
new words is required to understand in any context. However, it is challenging to teach
vocabulary due to the lack of confidence in vocabulary teaching. It is, in fact, difficult for
teachers to start their instruction effectively (Berne & Blachowicz, 2008). It is therefore
suggested that L2 vocabulary knowledge is enhanced if the teachers provides different
strategies of vocabulary learning including critical thinking strategies. Most of the findings of
this study turned out to be quiet congruent with those of Gu and Johnson's (1996), Schmitt's
(1997), Kudo's (1999) and Gu's (2003) research.

In this research, students tend to use many strategies such as Note-taking, Guessing Strategies,
skillful Use of Dictionary and so on in learning vocabulary .Students did not believe in
memorization based on the results. They rather believed that words should be studied and put
to use.

Fan (2003) highlights the importance of helping EFL students understand the significance of
vocabulary learning strategies and encouraging them to develop effective strategies of their
own. EFL teachers are, therefore, suggested to inform EFL learners of the ways through which
critical thinking can contribute to learning more independently, reliably, lastingly, and
effectively. This is due to the fact that language learners are required to play their role properly
in order to facilitate and optimize the complicated process of learning. On the other hand,
syllabus designers, as providers of a great portion of the language learning setting should take
into consideration learners' individual differences, especially their critical thinking ability
which can result in intellectual, active learners.

In conclusion, EFL learners can learn vocabulary effectively through different strategies of
vocabulary learning despite its challenge. Learners should then be provided with strategies
they lack. To do this, teachers should take into considerations the willingness and readiness of
learners’ to receive trainings and find the most effective way to introduce the strategies to their
students.
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