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Abstract - The present study examined the effect of critical thinking ability on Foreign language learners' reading
comprehension and recall of content-familiar and content-unfamiliar texts. The study involved 63 female intermediate
learners of English as a foreign language in a private language institute in Iran. The subjects were devided into two
groups (i.e., high critical thinkers and low critical thinkers) based on their responses to the the items in the Persian
version of Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal (WGCTA) test. Results of Analysis of Varience applied to a
multiple-choice reading comprehension task and a recall task revealed significantly higher scores for all of the
participants in the content-familiar text. However, The high critical thinkers outperformed the low critical thinkers in
both content-familiar and content-unfamiliar texts. No significant interaction was found between the effects of content
and critical thinking ability on the participants’ performace. This may imply that critical thinking is a general ability

rather than a subject-specific one.
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1. Introduction

Critical thinking was traditionally considered and

practiced by philosophers, psychologists and educators.
Critical thinking and Socratic questioning are considered
to be related and share a common goal [8]. Critical
thinking approach to learning was applied 2000 years ago
for the first time by Socrates who carefully questioned
peoples’ claims, saught evidence and reasons, and
analyzed concepte as a basis for his beliefs [16].
Popper(1966) presented critical rationalism,which
included fallibilism (‘1 may be wrong’), criticism (the
required ‘effort”), and verisimilitude (*we may get nearer
to the truth’)(cited in [5], p. 93).
Critical thinking has been dealt with in the fields of
philosophy, psychology and education(for a review see
[10] ). As [3] maintain the importance of teaching critical
thinking is nowadays obvious to all educators. Critical
thinking is claimed to be teachable through lecture,
homework, term papers and exams [32] as well as short
stories [24]. Moreover, the contribution of critical
thinking to academic achievement and TESL/TEFL has
been investigated by numerous researchers (e.g., [2], [1],
[26], [27], [20], [7], [19] and [33]). [29] highlight the
significance of critical thinking in reading instruction.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Critical Thinking

There seems to be little agreement on exactly what
critical thinking is [15]. Arguing that critical thinking is a
social practice, [6] considers it as cultural thinking (p.89).
Critical thinking has been defined as a number of skills
such as, the ability to focus the problem, uncover
assumptions underlying a problem, inference, reason
inductively and deductively, and judge the validity and
reliability of assumptions and sources of information
[30]. [17] defines critical thinking as "our active,
purposeful, and organized efforts to make sense of our
world by carefully examining our thinking, and the
thinking of others, in order to clarify and improve our
understanding ( p. 29)". Critical thinking is also said to
involve such factors as interpretation, analysis,
evaluation, inference, explanation, and self-regulation
[28]. [4], a developmental psychologist, begins by
equating critical thinking with separate knowing, which
she defines as:

detachment. The separate knower holds herself aloof
from the object she is trying to analyze. She takes an
impersonal stance. She follows certain rules or
procedures to ensure that her judgments are unbiased.
All disciplines and vocations have these impersonal
procedures for analyzing things. (p. 36)

[9] states that “critical thinking is one of the cognitive
abilities that "increase[s] the probability of a desirable
outcome, ... the kind of thinking involved in solving
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problems, formulating inferences, calculating likelihoods,
and making decisions" ( p.6). Furthermore, [22] look
critical thinking from a personality trait perspective.

2.2. Critical Thinking and Second Language
Reading

Among the four languae skills, reading probably plays
the most important role in foreign and second language
learners’ academic achievement. As a result , this skill is
worth in-depth investigation from both teoretical and
practical perspectives. Researchers have investigated
numerous text-related and reader-related factors
determining  EFL/ESL  readers’  comprehension.
Accordingly, the cognitive dimension of EFL/ESL
reading has been the target of a considerable number of
studies.

[31] conducted a research study exploring the
relationship between autonomy, critical thinking ability,
and reading comprehension of the Iranian EFL learners.
The results showed that there existed a significant
relationship between critical thinking ability of learners
and their performance on reading comprehension; simply
put, the higher the critical thinking ability, the higher the
reading comprehension. The findings of the study also
indicated that critical thinking and autonomy of students
were highly correlated.

[34] investigated the relationship between critical
thinking ability, resilience, and reading comprehension of
texts containing unknown vocabulary items. The results
of their study revealed that there is a significant
relationship between critical thinking ability, resilience,
and reading comprehension suggesting that good internal
resources such as high levels of critical thinking ability
and resilience can affect academic performance, i.e.
competence in reading, and may be considered as
protective factors among L2 readers.

Along the same line, [21] conducted a study intending
to investigate the impact of teaching critical thinking
skills on reading comprehension ability. In this study
critical thinking was also found to have a positive effect
on the participants’ reading comprehension.

3. Purpose of the Study

This study aims to investigate the effects of critical
thinking and content schemata on EFLreaders’
comprehension and recall. In other words, the purpose of
the study is to explore the relationship between critical
thinking ability and EFL readers’ comprehension and
recall of content-familiar and content-unfamiliar texts.
Therefore, the following research questions were
formulated. Research questions:

1.Does critical thinking ability have any significant
effects on EFL learners’ reading comprehension ?

2. Is there any significant interaction between the
effects of critical thinking, and content schemata on EFL
learners’ reading comprehension?

3. Does critical thinking ability have any significant
effects on EFL learners’ recall ?
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4. Is there any significant interaction between the
effects of critical thinking, and content schemata on EFL
learners’ recall?

4. Methodology

4.1. Participants

The participants were 62 female Iranian EFL learners
between the ages of 20 and 35 (mean: 27.46, Standard
deviation: 4.49). They were learning English at a private
English language institute. They were intermediate
learners with no experience of life in an English-speaking
country.

4.2. Instrumentation

Two types of instruments were used in this study: a
critical thinking appraisal test and two reading
comprehension tests.

Firstly, The researchers used the Farsi version of
Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal, Form A
(WGCTA-FA) to measure the participants’ critical
thinking. The test consists of five subsections, namely
drawing inferences, recognizing assumptions, making
deductions, interpreting evidence, and evaluating
arguments, each comprising 16 items with two to five
alternatives. The appraisal is not subject-specific and can
be completed in 60 minutes. The test-retest reliability of
the original version of this critical thinking appraisal (r =
0.81) has been reported by [13], and the reliability
coefficient of its Farsi version has been estimated by
Cronbach‘s Alpha (a = 0.85) in [11]. A composite score
for the five subscales of the test is obtained with values
ranging from O to 80.

The reading comprehension tests were taken from
[23]. These authors piloted the tests with a sample of
learners with the same level of English language
proficency in the same language institiute as the
participants of the present study. The content-familiar test
was an extract from the biography of the Prophet
Muhammad (P.B.U.H). The content-unfamiliar test was
an extract from the biography of Joseph Smith, a
Christian religious figure. As [23] maintain, the two texts
are similar as far as genre, length, and linguistic difficulty
are concerned.

4.3. Procedure
4.3.1. Subject grouping procedure

Eighty two EFL learners were chosen as the subjects
of the study through convenience sample procedure [18].
Out of the 82 learners, 63 learners participated in all the
tests of the study. The subjects were from five
intermediate classes. The subjects had been already
assigned to these classes based on a placement test in the
institute.

4.3.2. Test Administration Procedure
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To avoid participants’ fatigue, the critical thinking
appraisal and the reading comprehension tests were
administered in two separate sessions with an interval of
two days. The participants were asked to read the texts
and answer the MC items. Then, the participants were
asked to read the texts once more and write down what
they could remember on their recall answer-sheets
without looking back at the text and the MC questions.
Here, the purpose was to measure the participants’ recall
of what they read rather than their EFL writing ability.
Therefore, we asked the participants to write their recalls
in whatever language they preferred (i.e., Farsi, English
or a mixture of both). The time allocated to each test was
45 minutes, which had been determined to be suitable in
the pilot study by [23].

4.3.3. Scoring Procedure

The MC-test papers were scored based on the number
of correctly-answered items. The recall protocols were
scored based on the correct propositions recalled by the
participants. For the sake of a consistent scoring
procedure, we defined propositions as the relationships
between a predicate and its arguments. As [14] maintain,
this is the most frequently used definition in the text
analysis literature. Then, the protocols were scored by the
researchers. Each recall protocall was scored twice, once
by each of the two researchers. A correlation index of .88
was found between the scores given to the recall
protocols by the two raters. The average of the two scores
was considered as the final score assigned to each recall
protocol. The scores from the critical thinking appraisal,
the multiple choice tests and the recall protocols
constituted the data for statistical analysis.

4.4. Data analysis

SPSS was used for statistical analysis of the data (i.e.,
the Participants’ critical thinking appraisal scores, their
scores on the MC items and their recall scores). To
examine the main effects of the two independent
variables (i.e., critical thinking and content schemata) on
the participants' comprehension and recall of the texts
and their possible interaction effects, the researchers ran
2x2 (critical thinking x content schemata) analysis of
variance (ANOVA) twice: once for the data related to the
participants’  reading  comprehension  (i.e., the
participants’ scores on the MC items) and once for the
data related to the participants’ recall of the texts.

5. Results

5.1. Reading Comprehension Task

The reading comprehension task was designed to
address the first and the second research questions: Does
critical thinking ability have any significant effects on
EFL learners’ reading comprehension ? Is there any
significant interaction between the effects of critical
thinking, and content schemata on EFL learners’ reading
comprehension?

The study included two Independent variables. 1)
critical thinking, which included high critical thinkers (H)
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and low critical thinkers (L). 2) content schemata, which
consisted of familiar content (F) and unfamiliar content
(UF). The number of correct answers for the MC reading
comprehension task was tabulated separately for each
critical thinking level (H and L) within each content
schemata condition (F and UF).

As shown in figure 4-1 and table 4-1, the mean
score of the high critical thinkers was higher than that
of the low critical thinkers in both content schemata
conditions. Moreover, The participants  performed
better in the content familiar text (i.e., F condition) than
in the content unfamiliar text (i.e., UF condition)
regardless of critical thinking ability.
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Figure 4-1. Reading Comprehension Mean Scores: Critical
Thinking Level x Content Schemata

Con. F: Content-Familiar Text

Con. UF: Content-Unfamiliar Text

H. Cri.: High Critical Thinking Ability
L. Cri. : Low Critical Thinking Ability

Descriptive statistics related to the multiple-choice test
scores appear in table 4-1 below.

Table 4-1
Descriptive Statistics Related to Reading Comprehension Data
Con. Cri. N Mean Std.
Deviation

F H 34 8.29 1.00
L 28 8.14 .89
Total 62 8.23 .95
UF H 34 7.21 .81
L 28 6.46 .88

Total 62 7.42 1.21
F&UF H 68 8.25 91

L 56 7.30 1.22

Total 124 7.55 1.15

Con: Content Schemata

F: Familiar Content

UF: Unfamiliar Content

Cri.: Critical Thinking Ability
H: High

L: Low

A two-factor analysis of variance (ANOVA) [critical
thinking (high, low) — content schemata condition ( F,
UF)] revealed a main effect for content schemata
[F = 72700, p < .05]. There was also a main effect of
critical thinking [ F = 7.57, P< .05]. Concerning the first
research question, this result demonstrated that critical
thinking has a significant effect on EFL learners’ reading
comprehension.
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No significant interaction was found between the
effects of content and critical thinking. Therefore,
regarding the second research question, it is revealed that
there is no significant interaction between the effects of
content schemata and critical thinking on EFL learners’
reading comprehension. In other words, critical thinking
has a significant effect on EFL learners’ reading
comprehension of both content-familiar and content-
unfamiliar texts.

5.2. Recall Task

The recall task was designed to address the third and
the forth research questions: Does critical thinking ability
have any significant effects on EFL learners’ recall ? Is
there any significant interaction between the effects of
critical thinking, and content schemata on EFL learners’
recall? The Independent variables were critical thinking
(H and L), and content schemata( F, UF).

As shown in figure 4-2 and table 4-2, the mean
score of the high critical thinkers was higher than that
of the low critical thinkers in both content schemata
conditions. Moreover, The participants  performed
better in the content familiar text (i.e., F condition) than
in the content unfamiliar text (i.e., UF condition)
regardless of their critical thinking ability.
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Figure 4-2. Recall Mean scores: Critical Thinking Level x Content
Schemata

Con. F: Content-Familiar Text

Con. UF: Content-Unfamiliar Text

H. Cri.: High Critical Thinking Ability

L. Cri. : Low Critical Thinking Ability

Descriptive statistics pertaining to the recall scores
appear in table 4-2 below.

Table 4-2
Descriptive Statistics Related to Recall Data
Con. Cri. N Mean Std.
Deviation
F H 34 33.59 9.36
L 28 27.14 6.21
Total 62 30.68 8.66
UF H 34 22.74 3.72
L 28 17.68 3.68
Total 62 20.45 4.46
F&UF H 68 28.16 8.94
L 56 2241 6.96
Total 124 25.56 8.57
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Con: Content Schemata

F: Familiar Content

UF: Unfamiliar Content

Cri.: Critical Thinking Ability
H: High

L: Low

A two-factor analysis of variance (ANOVA) [critical
thinking (H, L) — content schemata condition ( F, UF)]
revealed a main effect of content schemata [F =
72700, p < .05]. There was also a main effect of critical
thinking [ F = 7.57, P< .05]. Concerning the first research
question, this result demonstrated that critical thinking
has a significant effect on EFL learners’ reading
comprehension.

No significant interaction was found between the
effects of content and critical thinking. Therefore,
regarding the forth research question, it is revealed that
there is no significant interaction between the effects of
content and critical thinking on EFL learners’ recall. In
other words, critical thinking has a significant effect on
EFL learners’ recall of both content-familiar and
content-unfamiliar texts.

6. Discussion

This study investigated the effect of critical thinking
on EFL learners’ reading comprehension and recall of
content-familiar and content-unfamiliar texts. Concerning
both the reading comprehension task and the recall task,
the content-familiar text resulted in a significantly higher
mean than the content-unfamiliar text for both high and
low critical thinkers. Moreover, the high critical thinkers
outperformed the low critical thinkers in the
comprehension of both content-familiar and content-
unfamiliar texts. The latter is consistent with the findings
of [39], [34], [21] and [26], who all found critical
thinking to have a positive effect on EFL readers’
comprehension. The findings of the present study are also
somehow in accordance with the findings of [12], [19],
and [33].

The results of this study seem to go against McPeck’s
view of critical thinking. McPeck (1981) argues that
critical thinking is desciplin-specific. For example, with
little  knowledge about nuclear physics it would be
difficult for the person to be a critical thinker in this field
(cited in [25] p.3). In the present study high critical
thinkers out-performed low critical thinkers in the
comprehension of both content-familiar and content-
unfamiliar texts. Therefor, this finding may imply that
critical ~ thinking is a general ability rather than
descipline-specific one.

7. Conclusion

Overal, it can be concluded that critical thinking plays
a determining role in academic achievement because it is
what students need to succeed in an academic
environment. The findings of the present study is in
accordance with the results of studies such as [31], [34],
[21], [26], [12], [19], and [33]. In general, these studies
demonstrated the positive impact of critical thinking
ability on different dimensions of accademic
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achievement. The present study, in particular, suggests
that critical thinkers are more successful EFL readers
regardless of the content schemata of the text. However,
Further research utilizing texts with other genres is
required for arguing that critical thinking is a general
ability raher than a descipline-specific one.
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