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ABSTRACT 

In an era marked by an unprecedent advancement of digital technologies, cultivating critical 
thinking as a core soft skill among students remain a persistent challenge, and does its 
assessment. In this regard, this study explores the current and most common practices used by 
university professors to assess EFL students’ manifestation of critical thinking in speaking in 
order to evaluate and adjust them according to the present context. Using a concurrent mixed-
methods research design, the study recruited a sample of 364 EFL university students 
belonging to the same Department of English to collect quantitative data. Then, 18 of them 
were invited to take part in semi-structured interviews. The findings of the study revealed that 
the predominant type of examination students were generally accustomed to is the formal 
written exam. The findings also confirmed that most of the exams students previously had, 
both oral and written, put more focus on retention and memorization on the expense of 
inquisitiveness and examination of students’ higher order thinking cognitive abilities. Evidence 
from this study demonstrates the need for adopting and integrating alternative practices that 
target the assessment of critical thinking in speaking within EFL contexts and higher education 
as a whole. 
 
Keywords: Academic speaking, critical thinking, EFL higher education, EFL university 
students, soft skills.  
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
The cultivation of critical thinking remains a fundamental aspect of personal, academic, and 
professional development in an ever-changing global and digital landscape. This does not only 
hold true because of the significant role it has as a crucial life skill to succeed in the 21st 
century, but also as an indispensable cognitive ability to navigate an era marked by the 
accelerated advancement of AI technologies. Academically speaking, critical thinking has been 
embedded across different disciplines and levels, especially at the level of higher education 
(Zeng & Ravindran, 2025). However, despite the long-standing interest and research into 
critical thinking, it is still considered by most educators and researchers as a convoluted skill 
in terms of its definition and teachability (Liu et al., 2014; Oroujlou & Sadeghi, 2022; Payan-
Carreira et al., 2022). On that account, its assessment continues to be a challenge, as well 
(Bensley & Murtagh, 2011; Liu et al., 2014; Oroujlou & Sadeghi, 2022; Zeng & Ravindran, 
2025).  

That being said, given the ongoing advancement of AI which is changing higher education 
substantially at a rapid pace (Salido et al., 2025), it has become imperative to evaluate and 
optimize current practices related to the implementation, teaching, and assessment of critical 
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thinking. In this regard, Hursen (2023) argues that educators are required “to be prepared for 
the responsibilities of the education of the new generation in terms of change, fluency, and 
flexibility.” In other words, as Saildo et al. (2025) put it “there is a need for adaptable and 
context-sensitive educational frameworks” that are compatible with the demands of today’s 
digital landscape. In EFL education, such a context is even more challenging since the focus is 
on helping learners become proficient English language speakers while promoting their critical 
thinking ability (Vdovina & Gaibisso 2013; Liu, 2018). This juncture imposes further 
responsibilities in terms of the implementation of effective critical thinking-based instruction 
and assessment practices. 
In this context, the purpose of this paper is to explore current practices related to the assessment 
of critical thinking in speaking so as to have deeper insights into the prevailing context in EFL 
education based on actual students’ experiences, especially since the data obtained from 
assessment is known to greatly inform, reevaluate and adjust teaching practices to cater for 
students’ needs. Through doing so, the study seeks to extend on the scarce existing research 
and literature on the assessment of critical thinking in EFL higher education both nationally 
and internationally. Thus, the current paper aims to investigate the practices that target the 
assessment of the manifestation of critical thinking in academic speaking among EFL higher 
education students, i.e., What are the assessment practices used to assess the manifestation of 
critical thinking in speaking. In addition, it also contributes to the practical educational 
discussion on how to effectively implement and assess critical thinking in speaking in the 
present AI landscape. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Definition of Critical Thinking 
Defining critical thinking is a crucial ‘task’ because “as one defines it, so (presumably) will 
one teach and test for it” (Johnson & Hamby, 2015). Similarly, Mohammadi et al. (2022) put 
forward that defining the construct of critical thinking is a crucial step for its evaluation. From 
an educational perspective, critical thinking is often conceptualized as “an individual’s logical 
and reasoning ability which can be developed with undergraduates and graduates in academic 
institutions” (Wang, 2017). Facione (2020) also believes that critical thinking is the ability to 
use logical thinking as a way to learn new concepts, make decisions, and solve problems. Piaw 
(2004) also points out that critical thinking pedagogy in education refers to Bloom’s theory 
since it develops students’ lower levels of thinking skills before introducing them to higher 
order thinking skills. Bloom’s theory has underpinned his most oft-cited taxonomy which 
established one of the earliest frameworks that related educational objectives to critical 
thinking (Beyer, 1987). His taxonomy includes six skills in total, knowledge, comprehension, 
application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Based on the literature, those sub-skills make 
up the Skill of critical thinking are essential as they help students better integrate in today’s job 
market (Payan-Carreira et al., 2022). More importantly, there is a wide agreement that 
“reflecting, incorporating, fostering and evaluating critical thinking can strengthen students’ 
fluency meaningfully in order to reach higher levels of proficiency in L1 and L2” (Marin & 
Pava, 2017, p. 82). This largely explains the increasing demand on possessing this skill (Saleh, 
2019; Hursen, 2023; Lawasi et al., 2024) and sustaining its development in an educational 
context dominated by the increased use of AI tools and applications (Jose et al., 2024; Salido 
et al., 2025).  
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Assessment of Critical Thinking 
For assessment in general, it traditionally includes formative, summative, and standardized 
tests (Meylani, 2024). Formative assessment is designed and carried out continuously to 
provide feedback for instructional improvements, whereas summative assessment is designed 
and carried out at the end of the course to provide data on the overall outcome (AL-Selwi, 
2021; Meylani, 2024). As for standardized tests, they are used to compare students against 
uniform standards (Meylani, 2024). Most educators opt for those tests because they are highly 
beneficial in assessing students’ overall achievement in a certain course or program (Al-Selwi, 
2021), especially when they have to cover a large body of content within a limited period 
(Snyder & Snyder, 2008). However, though the data obtained from those tests provide 
quantitative results that help evaluate and enhance teaching and learning methods, they are 
often criticized for their limited capacity of measuring students’ understanding and 
competencies given that they maintain the traditional practice teaching only for the sake of the 
exam (Meylani, 2024).  

This poses several challenges at the level of assessing critical thinking among students and 
makes many educators reluctant to assess it (Bensley & Murtagh, 2011). Disagreements at the 
level of critical thinking conceptualization have also proposed a serious challenge to its 
assessment (Halonen, 1995 as cited in Bensley & Murtagh, 2011). This has been pointed to 
early on by Ennis (1993) who advised education experts to focus more on the way critical 
thinking is defined so as to have a clear idea about what is to be assessed. According to Bensley 
and Murtagh (2011) two main reasons behind this are the multidimensional nature of critical 
thinking and limitedness of assessment instruments. Yet, based on the literature, there are some 
common types of assessment instruments that can be used to assess critical thinking skills as 
they can be largely identified and assessed through the four language skills (speaking, writing, 
listening and reading) unlike critical thinking dispositions (Ennis, 1996). Alias et al. (2022) 
highlights four main instruments which are paper tests, rubrics, observation sheets, and 
questionnaires. They further advance that the best instrument among those four instruments are 
rubrics, because of their flexibility in measuring different classroom activities such as group 
work, role-play, and student process skills. Also, Ennis (1993) have emphasized on the need 
for having and setting clear purposes to carry out critical thinking-based assessment. Those 
purposes should align with the course objectives (Bensley et al., 2010; Tiruneh et al., 2014). 
On the grounds of this, educators with the support of rubrics are advised to identify both an 
elaborated definition of critical thinking along with a list of possible purposes in order to design 
an assessment that is compatible with the course requirements and students’ needs. 

 
The Assessment of Critical Thinking in Speaking 
In general terms, speaking is a way of orally exchanging and communicating ideas and thoughts 
(Leong & Ahmadi, 2017). Meanwhile, academically speaking, Luoma (2004) distinguishes 
between two types of speech: planned speech and unplanned speech. The latter is more 
common in informal situations as it is instantaneous and reactive in nature and characterized 
by ‘oral-like’ language and the use of short phrases and turns between speakers.  As for the 
former type, it is more formal and more common in academic settings, because it resembles 
‘written-like’ language as speakers take time to reflect and share their ideas and points of views. 
To assess critical thinking in speaking, there are various rubrics. For instance, Coster and 
Ledovski (2005) have advanced the use of three main rubric sections to classify critical 
thinking skills into either lower-order thinking skills or higher ones which are: students’ 
contribution to the discussion, students’ points of view about the issue, and assessment of the 
quality of those points of view. As to the desired outcomes, construct validity and construct 
reliability are two essential criteria that should be taken into consideration when designing 
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instruments that assess critical thinking in speaking; construct validity refers to “ensuring that 
the right thing is being assessed” while construct reliability refers to “making sure that the test 
gives consistent and dependable results” (Luoma, 2004). Additionally, assessment should 
either cover subject-specific critical thinking-based tests or general-content critical thinking-
based tests. The former assesses critical thinking “within one standard subject matter area,” 
while the latter makes use of “content from a variety of areas with which test takers are 
presumed to be already familiar” (Ennis, 1993). 
 
Previous Research of the Assessment of Critical Thinking in Speaking in Moroccan 
Higher Education 
In regard to research on critical thinking in general, Ouahani and Hiba’s (2023) systematic 
review on critical thinking in Moroccan EFL higher education revealed that this area of 
research is under-researched, and a recent endeavor in Moroccan academia. Previous research 
was found to largely focus on the development, manifestation and assessment of critical 
thinking in either writing or reading with special focus on analyzing, summarizing and 
argumentation skills (e.g., Bouanani, 2015; Belghiti et al., 2016; Hellalet, 2021; Beniche et al., 
2021; Ouahani and Hiba, 2023). Many studies focused on the challenges that face university 
professors teaching critical thinking classes were students-related challenges (i.e., poor 
linguistic levels, affective factors), cultural norms, educational system, and class size-related 
constraints (Chouari & Nachit, 2016; Mrabti et al., 2023). Ouahani and Hiba (2023) also 
identified four weaknesses related to the practice of and research into critical thinking in 
Moroccan EFL higher education, namely the approaches used to teach or investigate critical 
thinking, the methods used to collect data, the areas and skills targeted, and the lack of training 
in critical instruction. This shows that there are many research gaps in the field of critical 
thinking pedagogy, including the investigation of the best practices of assessing critical 
thinking in speaking among EFL students. Hence, this study is an attempt to add to the paucity 
of research on the assessment of critical thinking and contribute to the overall practice and 
instruction of critical thinking. 

 
 
METHOD 
Research Design 
The study employed a mixed-methods research design combining quantitative and qualitative 
approaches to ensure a more insightful understanding of the experiences of students related to 
the current assessment practices used to assess their critical thinking abilities, especially at the 
level of speaking. The design made use of questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. Using 
this type of research design is known to increase the validity and reliability of findings (Cohen 
et al., 2002). 
 
Participants 
The study involved a total of 364 of EFL students belonging to the department of English at 
the Faculty of Letters and Human Sciences of Sidi Mohamed Ben Abdelah University, Dhar 
Merhaz, Fez. The respondents were recruited using both purposive and convenience sampling. 
A great majority of them were third-year undergraduate students (66.2%) while 101 of them 
were postgraduate students (27.7%), and 22 (6%) were PhD students. 61.8% of them were 
females. 37.6% were males, and 0.5% were missing. Out of those respondents, 18 were of them 
took part in the interviews. Thirteen of them were females and five were males, and they also 
belonged to different educational levels. This sample encompassed a wide range of levels and 
experiences in terms of their exposure to different longitudinal assessments over the years.  
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Data Collection Procedures 
For quantitative data, it was collected through questionnaires that were distributed both in-
person and online. The items of the questionnaire that aimed to investigate the guiding question 
of this research paper was adopted and modified from previous literature on the assessment of 
critical thinking among students. Moreover, so as to improve internal validity, the questionnaire 
items were pilot tested with 30 students that were not included in the main study. As to 
qualitative data, it was collected using semi-structured interviews following Rabionet’s (2011) 
six stages interview procedures model. This model begins by selecting the type of the interview 
most suitable for the study, followed by establishing ethical guidelines, crafting the interview 
protocol, conducting and documenting the interview, then fragmenting and coding the 
interview, and finally reporting the findings.  
 
Data Analysis 
For data analysis, quantitative data was computed and run using SPSS 27 and Microsoft Office 
Excel, and was analyzed and interpreted using descriptive statistics. Meanwhile, to analyze 
qualitative data, Nvivo 14 was utilized to carry out stages five and six of Robinet’s (2011) and 
provide a more comprehensive deductive thematic analysis.  
 
 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Findings 
This section presents data related to the proposed guiding question. The table below illustrates 
respondents’ reported frequencies of statements related to how students’ critical thinking is 
assessed. Generally, the respondents tended to report average frequencies for four out of the 
five listed statements (M = 2.99, SD = 1.26). The first statement which aimed to identify the 
extent to which the respondents believed their critical thinking was diagnosed and assessed by 
professors, slightly higher than 15% reported that their critical thinking was always assessed 
by their professors, about 18% chose often, and over 27% chose sometimes. However, over 
23% of them reported that they never were, and over 13% answered rarely. As to the whether 
they received feedback on their critical thinking use, only less than 12% reported that they 
always received this kind of feedback, about 26% answered often, over 25% answered 
sometimes whereas an equal percentage of about 17% reported that they rarely and never had.  

Respondents were also asked to report on the type of examination they mostly had 
experience with to assess their critical thinking. For written exams, interestingly, it received 
the highest mean value among the other statements in this section (M = 4.17, SD = 1.20). 
Particularly, slightly higher than 52% reported that they were always examined in CT in written 
form, over 30% answered often, while only less than 9% answered sometimes, 3% answered 
rarely, and less than 2% chose never. In contrast, oral exams received the lowest mean value 
of only 2.18 (SD = 1.11) as more respondents were rarely (21.4%) or never (45.6%) assessed 
this way. Notably, while about 17% reported that their CT ability was sometimes examined 
orally, only fewer than 5% reported that they were examined this way, and almost 8% answered 
often. As to the respondents’ awareness of the use of specific rubrics in the exams designed to 
assess CT while speaking, it also received a moderate mean value of 2.97 (SD = 1.21). Only 
slightly higher than 8% reported they were always aware of the use of such rubrics, over 25% 
chose often, while about 42% reported they sometimes were. Additionally, about 11% 
answered rarely and slightly higher than 9% chose the option never.  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the extent to which Respondents’ Manifestation of Critical thinking is Assessed 
in Speaking 
 

 
Attributes 

Missing Frequency* Mean  SD 

1 2 3 4 5 

Diagnosis and 
assessment by 
professors of 
critical thinking in 
class 

3.0% 23.1% 13.5% 27.5% 17.9% 15.1% 2.79 1.43 

Receiving 
feedback on 
critical thinking 
use 

3.6% 16.8% 16.8% 25.3% 25.8% 11.8% 2.88 1.37 

Written exams to 
assess critical 
thinking 

3.6% 1.9% 3.0% 8.8% 30.5% 52.2% 4.17 1.20 

Oral exams to 
assess critical 
thinking 

3.6% 21.4% 45.6% 16.8% 7.7% 4.9% 2.18 1.11 

Awareness of the 
use of rubrics in 
exams to assess 
critical thinking 
while speaking  

4.9% 9.1% 10.7% 42.6% 24.5% 8.2% 2.97 1.21 

Overall 3.47% 14.46% 17.92% 24.20% 21.28% 18.44% 2.99 1.26 

*Frequency: 1 = Never; 2 = Rarely; 3 = Sometimes; 4 = Often; 5 = Always 

 
In regard to qualitative data, participants were asked two questions related to critical 

thinking assessment. Both questions aimed to explore the interviewed students’ previous 
experiences of assessment and examination that were oral and that targeted critical thinking. As 
can be seen in Table 2, based on their answers and personal experiences, different codes and 
themes were generated.  
 

Table 2. Statistical Summary of Interviewed Students’ Experiences with Critical Thinking Assessment in Speaking 
Attributes N. of Participants N. of References 

Oral tests challenged my mental and thinking abilities 12 14 

Focus on written exams more than on oral exams 6 6 

Tests focus on content memorization 3 6 

Use of alternative testing techniques to test critical thinking 3 3 

Critical thinking cannot be assessed during exams but rather in real 
life 

1 1 

Total 18 30 

 
For the most recurrent theme, 12 out of the 18 interviewed students reported that oral tests 

had challenged their mental and thinking abilities. For instance, Interviewee 12, after confirming 
that he had many oral tests, he spoke about how they allowed him to put his critical thinking 
into good use; he stated, “Yes, I have taken several oral tests, and most of them were actually 
good. It was an opportunity for me to implement and make use of my critical thinking abilities 
to deal with various situations and experiences.” Likewise, Interviewee 10, shared that she had 
oral tests that challenged her critical thinking ability which was eye-opening for her; she stated, 
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“I had oral tests during the past years, and they were somewhat good. The tests I had taken 
questioned my mental and thinking abilities because I realized that I am still ignorant of many 
of the necessary techniques and methods in this process.” Interviewee 16 also shared her 
experience with oral testing; she revealed that she found to be more challenging because her 
focus was divided both on language fluency and accuracy. She believed that those oral tests 
were similar to written ones in terms of the skills assessed; she stated, “I had a couple of oral 
tests and honestly they were way more difficult than the written one because you have to be 
careful to your spoken English and at the same to the things you are saying,” she continued 
saying that, “The same that applied to written exams also applied to the oral ones. The skills 
assessed were more critical than linguistic.”  

However, there were few interviewed students who had opposite experiences during oral 
tests. For instance, Interviewees 9 and 3 shared that oral tests did not challenge their thinking 
and did not put their CT abilities into good use; Interviewee 9, for instance, shared how even 
though the tests were compatible with her language proficiency level, they did not challenge her 
thinking abilities; she stated, “Yeah I have had many oral test, they were adequate to my 
language level but they did not question my mental abilities but rather my knowledge 
background.” As to Interviewee 3, she recounted one of her most recent oral testing experiences, 
which according to her, was disappointing and did not challenge her thinking; she stated, “Yes, 
recently I have had an oral exam. In this exam, unfortunately, the interviewers did not question 
my mental and thinking abilities.” 

The unbalanced focus on written exams over oral exams was also another theme that 
emerged during the interviews. For instance, Interviewee 5 shared that he could not recall his 
oral tests experiences, spoke about how critical thinking could be tested in essays; he stated, 
“Yes, it can be tested like having students write an argumentative essay where they have to not 
only write but ARGUE … but honestly I do not remember as I only had few oral ones.” 
Similarly, Interviewee 6 and 12 spoke about having essays as a way of testing his CT abilities; 
he shared, “I was asked to write a critical essay about a certain topic in which I had to reflect on 
a quotation providing solid arguments reinforced with concrete examples.” As to Interviewee 
12, who had a similar experience, gave an example of such topics that necessitated the use of 
critical thinking to argue his point; he stated, “I was asked to write a persuasive or argumentative 
essay (e.g, an essay arguing for or against the use of the internet by children); critical thinking 
here would come into play here in several ways such as analyzing the topic and providing 
evidence.” 

The view that tests focused on content memorization rather on inquisitiveness was also a 
theme that emerged during the interviews. For example, Interviewee 9 stated, “I don’t think 
examination test the critical thinking ability because it tests the knowledge and the ability to 
decipher messages and not the way you think and analyze data.”  Interviewee 14 also believed 
the same as he felt that tests focused mainly on content memorization; he stated when asked 
about whether he had tests that put his critical thinking into use, “I don’t think that at all, maybe 
some skills get tested but critical thinking as an ability NO. Most of the exams I’ve taken 
required mechanical retention of knowledge,” he further shared his experiences with oral exams 
which he found that they also heavily focused on memorization he had as BA student, “I only 
had two oral tests while I was a BA student, both on literature. The teachers only asked us to 
reiterate what they taught us in class. So, no, there was no mental ability stimulated except 
MEMORY.”  

For the use of alternative testing instruments to test critical thinking, Interviewee 4 listed 
some of the techniques that professors used to assess her critical thinking which were: “Case 
Studies,” “Essay writing,” “Multiple choice situations,” “Critical reading comprehension,” 
“Group discussion,” and “Debates”. Correspondingly, Interviewee 14 spoke about how some 
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professors made use of other alternative testing techniques other than written exams to assess 
students’ critical thinking and overall performance; he stated, “Still, there were some teachers 
who didn’t base their assessment altogether on the written exam, they also considered class 
performance and discussions,” she then added how the use of those alternative techniques were 
an exception in comparison to the usual techniques used by most professors; as she put it, “They 
also assessed how much the students were involved in the learning process which at times 
required questioning, argumentation and analysis. But these cases are exceptions.”  

Notably, there was the singular perspective of Interviewee 8 who argued that critical 
thinking cannot be assessed during exams but rather in real life; she stated, “Critical thinking 
is tested in context, not during exam settings. I mean, it is tested in real-life situations, and in 
times of quandary.” When asked to further explain she responded, “I was put to the test 
throughout my whole life. I received critiques, I raised the why, I fixed things, and then I moved 
ahead. (Here is the test of adaptability, flexibility, and creativity).” 
 
Discussion 
The present research paper aimed to explore the practices used by university professors to 
assess EFL students’ manifestation of critical thinking in speaking in the current educational 
context. The general finding of both quantitative and qualitative data was that a majority of the 
respondents reported that the main form of assessment was written, which showed that students 
had less opportunities to make use of their critical thinking. Moreover, most respondents 
reported that the exams they previously had put more focus on retention and memorization on 
the expense of inquisitiveness and examination of students’ higher order thinking cognitive 
abilities. These findings align with other findings from previous literature such as Yang et al., 
(2012), Khandaghi and Pakmeh (2012), Belghiti et al. (2016), Nold (2017). Such issues related 
to critical thinking assessment were previously raised by Rouijel and Bouziane (2020) who 
argued that most professors put more emphasis on teaching for the test on the expense of 
developing students’ CT skills and as a result they “end up teaching students what to think 
instead of teaching them how to think.” In the same regard, Nickname and Royafar (2019) 
concluded after conducting a study among 200 undergraduate students that most teachers put 
emphasis and even encourage “the literal reproduction and reiteration of the information 
recorded from the textbook and classroom sessions”, which lead their students to be 
“superficially content with the minimum degree of mastery required to obtain acceptable scores 
and reluctant to analyze, distinguish and critique phenomena.” Based on these findings, it is 
clearly evidenced that the traditional assessment of critical thinking within EFL education is 
no longer adequate, especially in the present context of AI era. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
The essence of the study was to collect information about students' experiences related to the 
current practices that target the assessment of their manifestation of critical thinking in 
academic speaking. The study adopted a concurrent mixed methods research design. The study 
findings affirmed that students were mainly used to written formal exams that emphasized on 
lower order thinking skills over higher order thinking skills. A main conclusion of this study 
was that traditional assessment, specifically the assessment of critical thinking among other 
soft skills, is outmoded and insufficient in the current landscape AI-driven technologies. The 
findings of this study contribute to the scarce literature on the assessment of critical thinking 
within the skill of speaking in EFL education. 

Although the findings of the study are informative, they should be understood within the 
context of the study’s limitations, which may influence their interpretation and generalization. 
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Future research direction should reconfirm these findings by conducting larger-scale studies 
and investigate teachers’ views as well on the practices used to assess students’ manifestation 
of critical thinking within academic speaking. Moreover, based on the findings, it has become 
imperative to evaluate and optimize current practices related to the assessment of critical 
thinking. This entails the adoption of alternative critical thinking-based assessment activities 
that target tracking, monitoring, and assessing students’ practice, use, and development of 
different critical thinking skills within different language skills. Such a change in the course of 
practice aligns and serves the mission of higher education of nurturing and cultivating 
independent and critical thinkers.  
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