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1

INTRODUCTION

English is an important language in Finland and one is required to be able to use it
diversely in different situations, just as one’s mother tongue. Since the English
language is used so widely in many areas of life, we consider it very important that
people should have the ability to think critically not only in Finnish but also in
English. Critical thinking skills are becoming increasingly significant in current
society and job market because of, for example, developing technologies and the
great amount of information at hand. As future EFL (English as a foreign language)
teachers it is essential for us to understand the importance of critical thinking skills
and how to develop them. Even though the National Core Curriculum for Basic
Education 2004 (2004:92-98) does not list critical thinking as one of the goals in EFL
teaching, the preliminary plan of the 2014 National Core Curriculum for Basic Education
(Luonnos 2012) mentions critical thinking skills in several chapters and, thus,
demonstrates the growing value of critical thinking skills at a young age. We believe
critical thinking skills are an important part of EFL learning and teaching as these
skills particularly develop through practice in foreign languages and cultures
(Sumner 1900s, as quoted by Pasch 2000:10-11).
Critical thinking has been studied for nearly 100 years (Fisher 2011:2), but most of
the research and books that are mentioned in the present study are from the late
1990s until today. The skill in question has been given several definitions over the
years, some of which have been mentioned in the present study. Although plenty
has been written about critical thinking and in the past few years several handbooks
have been published on how teachers can develop their pupils’ thinking skills (Jeni
and Wing 2012; Johnson et al. 2010; Jones and Haydon 2012, Matthews and Lally
2010, Unrau 2008), Khatib (2012) is one of the few who have done some research on
the link between critical thinking and language learning and teaching. We did not,
indeed, find any research on critical thinking and EFL learning and teaching.
Furthermore, the research that has been done on critical thinking and learning
mostly concerns university level and adults. Our study is, hence, contributing to a
new field of study in several ways.
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There is no previous research on critical thinking skills and textbooks. We, thus,
wanted to find out whether EFL workbooks develop critical thinking skills or
whether the development of these skills is solely the responsibility of the teacher. We
chose the age group of 11 to 13-year-olds because the practice of critical thinking
skills should be started as early as possible and, according to Inhelder and Piaget
(1958:337), this is when formal thinking begins. This age group is not, however, yet
able to question the meaning and uses of language as profoundly as would be
relevant to the development of critical thinking skills so we have left this point of
view out of the present study. Instead, we have analysed three EFL workbooks for
11 to 13-year-olds with the intent of finding out whether the tasks in them develop
critical thinking skills.

2

CRITICAL THINKING

Critical thinking has been given several definitions in the last century. The first of
those resembling current views is John Dewey’s, an American philosopher’s,
definition of reflective thinking: “Active, persistent, and careful consideration of a
belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds which support it
and the further conclusions to which it tends.”(Dewey 1909, as quoted by Fisher
2011:2). According to Fisher (2011:5), another important definition is the one made
by Richard Paul (Paul et al. 1993, cited in Fisher 2011:5) in which he states that to
improve one’s critical thinking skills one must think about one’s thinking. Lastly,
Fisher proposes a current definition of critical thinking by Michael Scriven that is
also the basis of the present study: “Critical thinking is skilled and active
interpretation and evaluation of observations and communications, information and
argumentation.” (Fisher and Scriven 1997, cited in Fisher 2011:11). In our opinion,
this definition comprises the main aspects of critical thinking which are the
activeness of the participant as well as the fact that this skill can be practiced, and
emphasises the diversity of the elements which need evaluation.
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The present study is based on critical thinking skills and it is, hence, important to
clarify what they are. They are, for example, the ability to recognise problems, the
ability to gather information, the ability to recognise unstated assumptions, the
ability to interpret data, the ability to evaluate evidence, the ability to draw
conclusions and the ability to reconstruct one’s beliefs on the basis of further
experience (Fisher 2011:8). Critical thinking requires clarity, relevance, coherence,
judgement, reflection, analysis and attention to context (Halpern 2001:2990 and
Fisher 2011:15). Halpern (2001:2990) describes critical thinking as “the use of those
skills and strategies that increase the probability of a desirable outcome, where the
definition of what is desirable depends on individual goals and values”.

2.1 The development of critical thinking
In terms of thought development the age group of 11 to 13-year-olds, which we have
chosen for our study, is an interesting one. In fact, Inhelder and Piaget (1958:337)
claim the age of 11 to 12 years to be the age at which, in our society, formal thinking
is believed to begin. They claim this to be the result of both neurological and
individual development impacted by education. According to Inhelder and Piaget
(1958:335), children aged 11 to 12 are in a transitional phase between child and
adolescent thought and the difference between the two is radical. In fact, Inhelder
and Piaget (1958:340) emphasise that a child cannot think reflectively whereas an
adolescent is able to analyse and think critically about his or her own thinking.

According to Wadsworth (1984:113-114), Piaget’s concrete operational stage is when
children aged 7 to 11 start thinking less egocentrically and more logically. Their
thinking is, however, solely concrete. During the next phase, the formal operational
stage, children become adolescents and their thinking skills develop a great deal:
they start thinking more abstractly, they learn formal operations such as implication
and exclusion, their imagination expands, their objectivity increases and they learn
to see things from different points of view. According to Ginsburg and Opper
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(1988:180-181), adolescent thought is flexible and efficient. At this age adolescents
also become more critical: they assess generally accepted norms and morals as well
as their own thinking. Furthermore, they can accept different truths and understand
that in most cases there is no absolute truth and, instead, there are variable interpretations and points of view. (Inhelder and Piaget 1958: 342-350; Wadsworth 1984:136171.)

Brainerd (1978:203) claims that Piaget believes intelligence to reach its peak between
the ages of 11 and 15. He states that adolescent thinking and reasoning is certainly
superior to that of childhood and, according to Piaget, it might even be superior to
that of adulthood. As stated by Ginsburg and Opper (1988:200-207), however, Piaget
does not believe adolescents’ growth stops altogether at age 16. Nevertheless, they
claim that, according to Piaget, one’s ways of thinking are fully formed by the end of
adolescence.

2.2 Critical thinking and EFL
English has become the number one language in many fields including, for example,
business, tourism, information technology and advertising. This is also the case in
Finland where English is more than just a foreign language. There are plenty of
international companies in Finland and Finnish companies trading with companies
all around the world as well as thousands of foreign tourists and immigrants coming
to Finland every year. In addition, at universities and polytechnics many disciplines
offer teaching in English in order to give students better qualifications for the future
and to attract more exchange students. It can be said that a good knowledge of
English is vital for Finns and it is thus important to be able to think critically when
using English.
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2.2.1 Why teach critical thinking skills in EFL contexts?

Finns master English rather well, which is of course due to both years of education
and the out-of-school acquisition that the media has enabled. It is quite difficult, if
not totally impossible, to avoid using English in Finnish society today. According to
a national survey English is mostly used in free time activities but also at work and
at school or in one's studies. Only about 9 per cent of the respondents of the survey
say that they do not use English at all. Additionally, up to 90 per cent of the
respondents believe that the importance of English will increase in the next 20 years
and almost half think that all Finns must know English in the future. (Leppänen et
al. 2011.)

More than 40 per cent of the respondents of the survey think that they know English
well enough and 38 per cent think they know English better than an average Finn.
Some 80 per cent say, however, that they want to learn even more English.
Furthermore, 78 per cent are of the opinion that the lack of English proficiency can,
for example, diminish the possibility of getting a job in the future. (Leppänen et al.
2011.) In working life employers already expect their employees to master English,
but, as Wright (2002:10) remarks, employers also appreciate people who can think
critically. Employees should therefore be able to use critical thinking skills while
they are using English.

There has been some discussion on if and how critical thinking skills should be
taught at schools. Leicester and Taylor (2010:2) suggest that critical thinking skills
are different depending on the subject area. McPeck (1990:20) agrees by stating that
an effective thinker in one area is not necessarily an effective thinker in other subject
areas. In other words, critical thinking skills learnt in, for example, one's first
language do not automatically transfer to foreign language learning. The two skills,
English and critical thinking, should thus be combined and learnt together.
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2.2.2 National Core Curricula
Finnish children usually have their first English lessons in the third grade at school.
For the majority of the children in Finland English is the first foreign language they
learn, i.e. an A-language. Goals for learning languages, including English as an Alanguage, have been set in the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2004 and in
the National Core Curriculum for Upper Secondary Schools 2003. The curricula take
advantage of The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages
(CEFR) and divide language proficiency into four categories, which are listening
comprehension, speech, text comprehension and writing. The curriculum for basic
education suggests that at the end of the sixth grade, after four years of learning
English, pupils' language skills should be at the basic levels A1.3/A2.1 of CEFR
depending on the skill in question (National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2004:
140).

In addition to the categorization of language proficiency, the national curricula also
define certain cultural skills and learning strategies that pupils should master at each
school level. Critical thinking skills, however, are not mentioned among the required
skills at all. The only skill required of sixth graders that even slightly refers to critical
thinking is the ability to evaluate their own work (National Core Curriculum for Basic
Education 2004:141). In grades 7 to 9, in addition to the evaluation of their own work
and language skills, pupils are encouraged to become aware of the fact that people's
values are bound to their culture, as well as of the different variants of English and
the major differences between them (National Core Curriculum for Basic Education
2004:140-141). Only in the National Core Curriculum for Upper Secondary Schools 2003
is there a clearer reference to critical thinking: instruction in foreign languages will
offer pupils “the opportunity to develop their awareness, understanding and
appreciation of the culture within the area or community where the language is
spoken”

(National

Core

Curriculum for

Upper

Secondary

Schools

2003:102).

Nevertheless, these objectives set for pupils do not necessarily mean that actual
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critical thinking skills would be taught. Since critical thinking is not mentioned in
the curricula, teachers and text book authors are given the freedom to choose
whether they want to exercise pupils' critical thinking skills or not.

It is important to have tasks that improve one’s critical thinking skills in EFL
workbooks for, as Torff (2005, as quoted by Law and Kaufhold 2009:30) points out,
the experience level of teachers affects how much they focus on teaching critical
thinking skills: less experienced teachers mostly use tasks which require lower order
thinking skills. Every teacher’s priorities, interests and time management differ.
While some teachers, more experienced ones for example, may not need to plan
ahead all the small details of a lesson and may, thus, have time to consider how the
improvement of critical thinking might be incorporated into the lesson plan, other
less experienced teachers, for instance, may not. Furthermore, it may also be a
question of skills. Law and Kaufhold (2009:34) found that many teachers did not
know how to develop critical thinking skills. If the EFL workbooks included tasks
which develop critical thinking skills, the responsibility would not be the teacher’s
alone and all pupils would have the same opportunities to improve their ability to
think critically.

2.3 The characteristics of a task that best develops sixth graders’
critical thinking skills
Since the relationship between critical thinking and EFL learning and teaching has
not been studied much before, there are no exact criteria for a task that best develops
pupils' critical thinking skills in an EFL context. The sources that we take advantage
of do not actually concentrate on the teaching of EFL or foreign languages at all, but
mainly give more general guidelines that could be used in a variety of subjects.
Moreover, the emphasis of the sources is on the role of a teacher and what a teacher
could do to further the development of pupils' thinking skills. That is, we have to
apply the sources we have to define our own criteria for tasks that we think would
best develop pupils' critical thinking skills in the sixth grade.
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At a young age pupils tend to follow the instructions of their textbooks rather
obediently because they regard the books, and their teacher, as a higher authority
that is always right. McPeck (1990:52) states that as long as pupils feel dominated by
the authority they are not actively searching for reasons. That is why he thinks both
teachers and textbooks “must find ways to put their authority open to critical
examination” (McPeck 1990:52). In other words, pupils often lack the ability to
question the authority of the books and do not possess the skills or the courage
needed to apply the given instructions in a way that would make the tasks more
interesting and perhaps more useful to them. Thus, instructions at the beginning of
tasks often determine whether doing the tasks is going to develop pupils' critical
thinking skills or not.
As stated by Fisher (1995:76), good instructions should include questions that, for
example, seek clarification or explanation, invite enquiry or ask pupils to make
comparison. In addition, Pasch (2000:17) suggests instructions should make good
use of open-ended questions that leave room for pupils' own ideas and views. Fisher
(2011:8) mentions some skills, for example, the ability to recognise problems and the
ability to draw conclusions, which are an important part of critical thinking and
should, therefore, be incorporated into tasks. Fisher (1995:73) says that it is also a
matter of great importance to give pupils a good reason for doing a task, rather than
just asking them to practise certain mechanical skills, such as the use of grammar.
Good instructions should take this aspect into account as well. To conclude, tasks
should give pupils a reason for completing the tasks, give them problems which they
have to recognise and solve as well as ask them questions which challenge them to
think and to create something new.

Pasch (2000:17), whose focus is on language teaching in particular, suggests that
critical thinking could be brought into language classrooms by “promoting 'active
learning' styles” and by letting pupils be the protagonists. In other words, when
tasks allow pupils to use their own life as a base or as an example when answering
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questions, it increases the pupils' interest in the tasks and, in a manner of speaking,
guides them to think deeper and to be more critical. As advantageous as using
pupils' own experiences is, Wright (2002:96) sees it equally valuable to consider
issues from other people's perspectives. Wright believes that way pupils learn that
there are different opinions and several possible answers to everything depending
on the standpoint. Comparing opinions and points of view in tasks is therefore a
great way to further critical thinking skills.

A group task is also a good tool for developing pupils' critical thinking skills.
Classroom discussions, according to Leicester and Taylor (2010:103), provide pupils
with a great environment to consider their own opinions and moral dilemmas. That
is to say, working with a partner or in a group makes it possible for pupils to hear
divergent opinions and exchange ideas, which widens pupils' own points of view
and furthers their thinking. When working in a group, pupils also learn how to
justify their claims and give reasons when they are trying to convince others of their
opinions. In addition, Wright (2002:90) suggests that in a group one does not need to
solve problems alone, but instead one can co-operate with other pupils to provide
answers. In conclusion, tasks that allow and encourage pupils to work and discuss
with others develop pupils' critical thinking skills effectively.

As Boud (1995:17) mentions, critical thinking activities are one of the teaching
approaches which are closely related to the development of self-assessment skills. It
would therefore be important that the tasks would take this aspect into account and
let one practise self-assessment. According to Burke and Pieterick (2010:39), the
purpose of feedback is to help students become independent, critical thinkers in
charge of their learning process. They point out that, in order for this to happen, the
feedback needs to be formative and, in other words, student-centred. Selfassessment is a very student-centred type of feedback and so is peer feedback.
According to Boud (1995:15), peer feedback is closely linked with self-assessment
and can also enhance it remarkably. Cooper (2000, cited in Burke and Pieterick
2010:118) points out that peer feedback is “a two-way process in which both parties
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benefit from the exercise”. The reader's critical thinking skills develop and the
recipient receives non-threatening feedback on his or her work. It is, thus, significant
that pupils are assigned to evaluate their own work as well as to give and receive
peer feedback. Tasks in which one’s performance is assessed by oneself or by a peer
develop one’s critical thinking skills substantially.

3

THE PRESENT STUDY

3.1 The research question
It is not enough to know the English language, but one should also be able to think
critically in English. Critical thinking skills are mostly subject-specific and should
therefore be learnt through a particular subject, which, in our opinion, means that
EFL and critical thinking skills should be learnt together. We also believe that pupils'
critical thinking skills can and should be developed already at an early age. That
way both pupils and teachers benefit the most from it: when pupils' critical thinking
skills in EFL develop, it makes learning new things and also the teacher's job easier.
Pupils will also profit from their skills later in life when studying and working.
Thus, based on these views, our study will concentrate on 11- to 13- year olds' critical
thinking skills to find out if and how some EFL workbooks further the development
of those skills.

In the present study we aim to answer the following research question: Do current
EFL workbooks for sixth graders contain tasks which develop critical thinking skills?

3.2 Data
Our data consists of a study of three EFL workbooks for sixth graders (11 to 13-year
olds) in Finnish primary schools. The reason for choosing to analyse workbooks is
that they reach a very wide audience across Finland. We are interested in finding out
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whether the workbooks include tasks which develop critical thinking skills, or
whether developing this ability is solely the teacher’s responsibility. Firstly, based on
source material, we will describe the characteristics of tasks which best develop EFL
learners’ critical thinking skills. Secondly, we will analyse the tasks in three
workbooks of different series to see whether they contain tasks that are similar to the
criteria of a good task. One of the books is a couple of years older than the other two
because we want to compare whether there are differences between the current
workbooks and those from the time when the National Core Curriculum for Basic
Education 2004 had recently been taken into use. The workbooks that we have
chosen to study are What’s on? 6 Do it (Arnold et al. 2005), All Stars 6 Activity Book
(Benmergui et al. 2012) and Let's go 6 Activity Book (Harjula et al. 2012).

3.3 Methods of analysis
According to Kyngäs and Vanhanen (1999:3), content analysis is a way in which
documents may be analysed systematically and objectively. Eskola (2010:182-186)
divides content analysis into three different approaches: grounded theory (databased), theory-bound and theory-based. The basis of grounded theory content
analysis is, according to Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2009), the data itself whereas the other
two are based at least partly on an existing theory or model. Miles and Huberman
(1994), furthermore, describe it as a three-step process: reducing the data, displaying
the data and drawing conclusions. In other words, first all irrelevant information is
eliminated, then the data is divided into different categories and finally conclusions
and verifications are made.

Our study is based on grounded theory content analysis of the three EFL workbooks
for sixth graders that we have chosen. We will concentrate on qualitative data: the
tasks in the three EFL workbooks will be compared to the characteristics which we
have described for a task that best develops pupils' critical thinking skills, to see if
there are tasks that include the characteristics and how well they do so. We will
analyse every task individually with the assumption that pupils read and follow the
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instructions carefully. Quantitative aspects are not as relevant in the present study as
the qualitative ones, but they are also taken into account in the analysis when
summarising the results of the study in order to point out if the workbooks include a
sufficient number of tasks that further pupils' critical thinking skills. We will also
compare the findings of the three workbooks to see whether there are differences
between the different book series and whether or not the year of publication has any
effect on the results.

After analysing the tasks in the three workbooks, we decided to divide the tasks into
three different categories based on how well they meet the characteristics of a task
that best develops critical thinking skills: tasks that develop critical thinking skills, tasks
that need minor modification to develop critical thinking skills and tasks that need major
modification to develop critical thinking skills. A task that best develops critical thinking
skills should, firstly, have clear instructions that make good use of open-ended
questions, seek clarification or explanation, invite enquiry, ask for comparison,
challenge one to create something new and guide one to use one’s critical thinking
skills. Secondly, the task ought to provide one with problems one has to recognise,
guide one to search for answers, let one draw conclusions and justify one’s claims.
The task should, thirdly, allow one to either use one’s own experiences as an
example when answering questions or consider issues from other people’s
perspectives. Furthermore, working in pairs or groups makes it possible for one to
hear and compare divergent opinions, exchange ideas and get feedback from peers.
Evaluating one’s own work is also an essential part of developing one’s critical
thinking skills and the task should take this into consideration.
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4

DEVELOPING CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS IN CURRENT EFL
WORKBOOKS

After analysing the three English workbooks for sixth graders, What’s On? 6 Do it
(2005), All Stars 6 Activity Book (2012) and Let’s Go! 6 Activity Book (2012), we came to
the conclusion that the tasks in the books do not develop critical thinking skills in the
age group of 11 to 13-year-olds as much as necessary. We believe that in all of the
three books there is a shortage of and a real need for tasks which develop pupils'
critical thinking. In our opinion, it would essentially be rather easy to edit some of
the already existing tasks by adding some elements to them or by deleting some
parts so that they would meet the characteristics better.

4.1 Tasks that develop critical thinking skills
The workbooks What’s On? 6 Do it (2005), All Stars 6 Activity Book (2012) and Let’s Go!
6 Activity Book (2012) did not contain very many tasks that develop critical thinking
skills. All of the tasks that did contain them have been listed and analysed below.
They were single tasks in the workbooks and their task types did not recur. The
following tasks discussed in examples 1-4 do not comprise all the characteristics of a
task that best develops critical thinking skills but are good examples of tasks and, in
particular, task types that could be utilised to develop the skills in question. In other
words, it is almost impossible for a task to contain all the characteristics.

Inviting enquiry
Example 1
In task 11A in All Stars 6 Activity Book (2012:51) one is asked to study the movie
advertisements on the textbook’s page 21 and look for an advertisement that has the
word save in it. Then one is asked to read how Jussi comes to the conclusion of what
the word save means. Task 11B asks one to look for certain words from the
advertisements mentioned in task 11A. In addition, one is asked to deduce and guess
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what the words mean without looking at a vocabulary. It is also mentioned that
Jussi’s reasoning in task 11A can be helpful. Task 11C instructs one to check the
alphabetical vocabulary to see if one guessed right in task 11B and write the correct
answer beside those that were incorrect. It also asks to check Jussi’s answer.

Task 11 presents a good example of a thought process. It entails the characteristics of
seeking clarification or explanation, inviting enquiry, guiding one to use one’s
critical thinking skills and guiding one to search for answers. The vocabulary in task
11B is, however, quite simple and does not encourage one to use the given
instructions. If it were more challenging, it would develop critical thinking skills
better.

17

Searching for answers
Example 2
Task 18 in All Stars 6 Activity Book (2012:224) is a riddle. One is instructed to read it
and write a solution in one’s notebook in English.

Riddles, such as this, feature the characteristics of inviting enquiry, seeking
clarification, searching for answers and justifying one’s claims. In this task one must
use one’s critical thinking skills in English the same way one would in one’s mother
tongue.

Example 3
In task 9A in All Stars 6 Activity Book (2012:221) one is instructed to search the
cartoon strip on page 83 in the textbook to see how to tell that something is
someone’s. In task 9B one is asked to study the text and answer the questions in
one’s notebook. In task 9C one is asked to answer the following question: what
interrogative must one use when one wants to ask in English whose something is?
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Asking pupils to look for grammatical aspects in a text, for example, is a good way
of developing their critical thinking skills because they have to find the answers
themselves. Task 9 contains the characteristics of seeking explanation, inviting
enquiry and guiding one to search for answers. In general, this is a good task type
for developing critical thinking skills, but the text in task 9B, for instance, could be
longer and more demanding.

Giving feedback
Example 4
In task 7 in Let’s Go! 6 Activity Book (2012:62) one is asked to read the story aloud. In
addition, one is instructed to add the correct prepositions into the sentences
wherever there is a star. One is guided to look for help from the previous page if
needed. At the same time one’s pair will evaluate one’s answers by using the given
words and hand signals.
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Tasks that contain giving and receiving feedback promote critical thinking skills in
many ways. The feedback giver benefits from this task because he or she has to listen
closely and consider critically the answers of the performer whereas the performer
receives critical feedback from a potentially less threatening source. This task could
be improved by adding another text below so that the pair could switch roles.
Additionally, the feedback giver should be given criteria on which to base the
feedback, as well as the correct answers.

4.2 Tasks in need of minor modification to develop critical thinking
skills
The workbooks we chose to analyse contained several tasks that would develop
critical thinking skills after minor modifications. In this category, examples 5-11, we
have chosen to analyse task types that recur throughout the workbooks. In many
examples we have chosen to remove the additional tips from the task instructions.
We feel it is acceptable to give additional help or examples in some tasks but, in our
opinion, it is unnecessary to do so when, for instance, the unit in question has
already dealt with the same topic. We believe that students should not be
underestimated and, instead, guided to use their critical thinking skills whenever
possible.
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Give less advice
Example 5
In task 6B in the workbook Let’s Go! 6 Activity Book (2012:161) one is asked to write in
one’s notebook what he or she is going to do the following summer. One is
instructed to use the structure be going to. One is also given an example I’m going to
visit my cousin in Tampere.

Writing tasks that give pupils the opportunity to write freely with as few restrictions
as possible develop critical thinking skills because pupils are, thus, the protagonists
and given the opportunity to express themselves. Tasks such as 6B encompass the
characteristics of creating something new and using one’s own life as the basis of
one’s output. In our opinion, it is unnecessary to give an example as well as advise
pupils to use a certain structure, because the structure in question is presented on the
same page, just above task 6B. In other words, the task would develop critical
thinking skills better if it did not give as much assistance to the pupils. Then it
would also include the characteristic of searching for answers. As it is, however, this
task does not develop critical thinking skills effectively. It would require adding an
element such as comparison or peer feedback.

Example 6
In task 5 in Let’s Go! 6 Activity Book (2012:153) one is directed to compare the subjects
in the picture. One is instructed to use the adjectives in the box next to the picture.
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Comparison is one of the best ways to develop one’s critical thinking skills. The box
of adjectives is not necessary because the comparison of adjectives has been
introduced earlier in the workbook and because it restricts one’s output. The present
task would develop critical thinking skills better if it were, for example, done in pairs
so that both had a different picture they could not show each other and had to find
the differences between their pictures. This way also the characteristic of pair work
would be included.

Example 7
In task 2A in Let’s Go! 6 Activity Book (2012:64) one is asked to read the sentences
aloud with one’s pair and find out which word from the textbook’s page 38 is in
question. The instructions in task 2B ask one to describe one of the given pictures in
one’s own words to one’s pair. One’s pair has to then guess in English which of the
pictures one has described.
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In general, group tasks as well as working in pairs develop critical thinking skills
because they can encourage one to exchange ideas, learn how to justify one’s claims,
give reasons, consider issues from other people’s perspectives as well as give and
receive peer feedback. The characteristics of inviting enquiry, asking for comparison
and guiding one to search for answers are all included in task 2A. Nevertheless,
there is only one correct answer to each question and all of them can be found on
page 38 of the textbook. It is unnecessary to mention the page number. The pupils
should be able to conclude that the words they are looking for can be found in the
unit they are dealing with. In addition, this task does not take full advantage of pair
work.

Be critical!
Example 8
In task 1 in Let’s go! 6 Activity Book (2012:39) one is instructed to search for
information on the Internet and find out what the foods on the menu are. In
addition, one is instructed to write a short description of each of them in Finnish. In
task 2 one is asked to explore the English tradition Afternoon Tea and answer the
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questions in Finnish.

Web hunts and other tasks that instruct one to seek for information are a good way
of developing critical thinking skills. Tasks 1 and 2 embody the characteristics of
seeking clarification or explanation, inviting enquiry, guiding one to search for
answers and justifying one’s claims. The characteristic of considering issues from
other people’s perspectives is also fulfilled in part as the tasks are culture-bound. By
adding a sentence that instructs one to be critical when searching the Internet and
not believing everything that one finds would also improve the task and incorporate
the characteristic of guiding one to use one’s critical thinking skills. In addition, we
believe it is unnecessary to ask one to answer in Finnish.
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Demand more
Example 9
Task 9A in Let’s Go! 6 Activity Book (2012:91) is a reading comprehension exercise.
The instructions ask one to read the text about Liz's week and decide if the Finnish
statements related to the texts are true or false.
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The task allows one to search for answers from the text, but it does not ask one to
give any explanation for why one thinks some statement is true or false. By asking
one to justify one's answers one is made to think critically. Moreover, the statements
in the task are in Finnish. If they were in English one would have to be more careful
when comparing the text with the statements, and might even have to look through
other sources, such as dictionaries, in order to find out the correct answers. Rather
than merely changing the language of the statements into English, a better alteration
would be to use open-ended questions concerning the text or even writing a short
summary about the text using one's own words. This way the task would certainly
invite enquiry, ask one to search for answers and not limit the answers to one sole
possibility.

Give more freedom
Example 10
In task 2 in What’s On? 6 Do it (2005:158) one is asked to derive six new words from
the given words. One has to write the new words, i.e. the names of different sports,
in English and in Finnish.

When it comes to developing critical thinking skills, deriving new words can be a
good type of task. They can challenge one to create new words, ask for comparison
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or guide one to search for answers. In the task in question, however, deriving of the
words is quite restricted: one is only allowed to produce names of sports, which
means that every answer is a noun that ends with the suffix -ing. That is to say, the
task would develop pupils’ critical thinking skills better if it gave pupils more freedom to derive new words and did not ask them to form only certain nouns.

Example 11
In the workbook What’s On? 6 Do it (2005:9) there is a task in which one has to conclude and fill in the last word in five English phrases. The instructions say that the
vocabulary on the previous page will help.

Tasks where one has to conclude answers can be truly good at developing critical
thinking skills. They can, for example, make good use of open-ended questions, seek
explanation, ask for comparison or challenge one to create something new. In this
task, however, one does not have too much room for concluding or searching for
answers because the single right answers can and must be found in the word list on
the previous page. The task would be better and develop critical thinking skills
somewhat more if more than one answer were accepted instead of advising one to
find the answers in the wordlist next to the task.
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4.3 Tasks in need of major modification to develop critical thinking
skills
We did not find tasks that do not develop critical thinking skills at all even after
modification, but we did find a few examples of tasks that do not leave much room
for critical thinking. We analysed the tasks in examples 12-14 from an EFL point of
view and, in particular, in terms of whether they develop critical thinking skills. This
category contains, surprisingly, task types that recur in the workbooks and it is, thus,
important to be aware of their inability to develop the skills in question.

Little to do with language
Example 12
In task 3 What’s On? 6 Do it (2005:126) one is asked to create one’s own breakdance
moves and draw a picture of each move. One also has to give every move an English
name.

In this task one is allowed to use one’s imagination and create something completely
new. Unfortunately, the task has barely anything to do with the English language
and is therefore not a good task for developing critical thinking skills in an EFL context. Of the tasks we found this one is the closest to a task that does not develop critical thinking skills. It is even difficult to find ways in which the task could be modified.
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Only one correct answer
Example 13
There is a crossword puzzle about recycling in Let’s Go! 6 Activity Book (2012:49). The
instructions say that when one has solved the crossword one finds out where one
can put compostable waste. In addition, the instructions give the number of the page
where one can find a vocabulary that helps one with the crossword puzzle. The clues
are simple Finnish words.

We think that crossword puzzles do not develop pupils' critical thinking skills at all.
When solving a crossword like this pupils do not need to think critically but merely
copy the right answers from the vocabulary, which they are advised to use as a help.
Instead of using single Finnish words as clues, the clues could be, for example, English explanations and descriptions of words. This way one has to search for answers
and think critically in English. Furthermore, we consider it unnecessary to advise
pupils to look for help from a certain vocabulary. It is also unnecessary to reveal the
solution of the crossword puzzle in advance since providing one with the solution
means that there is absolutely nothing left to find out and it makes doing the task
less meaningful. If the instructions, thus, gave much less information, one would
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actually have to search for answers and the task would develop critical thinking
skills better. Despite the modifications mentioned above, a crossword such as this is
not as good at developing critical thinking skills as other types of tasks. The main
problem is that crosswords generally only accept one correct answer.
Far removed from pupils’ lives
Example 14
In task 3 in What’s On? 6 Do it (2005:31) one is directed to write a play about animals
that are on an expedition. Additionally, one is asked to write the lines in English.

Task 3 includes the characteristic of challenging one to create something new. This
characteristic on its own is not enough to develop critical thinking skills. The task
has a poor grip on reality: it does not let pupils be the protagonists or let them
consider issues from someone else’s point of view. Moreover, writing a play about
animals is not as motivating as writing about something real. If the task was to write
a story, the given instructions might be sufficient, but as pupils are asked to write a
play the instructions seem incomplete. Pupils should, hence, be given further
instructions on what to do with the play after it has been written. This task could be
improved by asking pupils to work in pairs or in groups and write about, for
example, bullying in schools. Afterwards they could act out the play to the rest of the
class.

4.4 Discussion
We divided the tasks in the three workbooks into three categories: tasks that develop
critical thinking skills, tasks that need minor modification to develop critical thinking skills
and tasks that need major modification to develop critical thinking skills. The first category
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consisted of task types that did not recur. The tasks did not include all the
characteristics of a task that best develops critical thinking skills, but are good
examples of task types that could be utilized to develop the skills in question. The
second category included recurring task types whose general idea is good but could
be modified slightly in order to develop critical thinking skills better. These tasks
often give, for example, unnecessary assistance to the pupils. Most of the tasks in the
workbooks belong to this category. In the third category there are tasks that need to
be altered almost entirely for them to develop critical thinking skills. Most of the task
types were recurring and did not leave much room for critical thinking.

Originally, we had planned to compare the three workbooks and, in particular,
whether there are differences between the older, What’s On? 6 Do it (2005), and the
two newer books Let’s Go! 6 Activity Book (2012) and All Stars 6 Activity Book (2012).
We came to the conclusion, however, that there are no notable differences between
the three books. The best single tasks were found in All Stars 6 Activity Book (2012),
but all the books contained the same kinds of tasks as those that we analysed in the
other two categories. Overall, there is a great need for tasks that develop critical
thinking skills and all the characteristics, which have been previously mentioned,
should be present in the tasks to ensure the diverse development of the skills in
question.

When analysing the tasks, we felt that several important characteristics were not
present in the tasks to the extent to which would be needed. For example, there were
only a few pair and group tasks and they were not fully taken advantage of. In
addition, the use of critical thinking skills was not mentioned in any of the
workbooks and pupils were not literally instructed to use them. We feel that it
would be necessary for pupils to be aware of the skills in question and, thus, naming
the skills and guiding pupils to use them would help in developing one’s critical
thinking. Example 1 is the closest example of the previous showing one a model of a
thinking process. We would have hoped to find more tasks similar to those that
develop critical thinking skills in one’s mother tongue as, for instance, riddles and
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self-assessment.

An important question to consider is why tasks that develop critical thinking skills
cannot be found in these three EFL workbooks. Perhaps it is not understood that the
skills in question could and should be developed in subject-specific contexts because
the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2004 does not mention the skills in
the goals set for foreign language learning and teaching. New National Core
Curricula are being designed for the year 2014 and critical thinking skills are
mentioned in the preliminary version of the general goals for education: pupils are
encouraged to trust their own views, be brave, creative and innovative, as well as
question their own thinking, see things from other perspectives, search for new
information, analyse and study critically from different points of view (Luonnos
2013:12). It will be interesting to see how and how well this will be taken into
consideration by EFL textbook authors.

5

CONCLUSION

It is important to develop one’s critical thinking skills in an EFL context because
English is an important language in Finland and the skills in question are subjectspecific. Moreover, their development should be started as early as possible so that
the skills can become automated and be of help in one’s studies. Critical thinking
skills and EFL learning and teaching has not been studied a great deal and, in
particular, the role of EFL textbooks is a forgotten field of research. The present
study is, hence, pioneering research in many different ways.

In the present study our aim was to answer the following research question: Do
current EFL workbooks for sixth graders contain tasks which develop critical
thinking skills? In our opinion, the research went beyond the research question. We
did not merely answer the question but also gave suggestions on how to improve
the tasks in the workbooks. We analysed three EFL workbooks, What’s On? 6 Do it
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(2005), All Stars 6 Activity Book (2012) and Let’s Go! 6 Activity Book (2012) and found
that they did not contain many tasks that develop critical thinking skills. Most tasks
would, however, develop the skills in question after modification. As there was no
previous research on this particular field of study we had to gather information from
several different sources and combine it to construct the theoretical framework for
the present study. The method of analysis, grounded theory content analysis, was
determined by the data. The data was a successful choice in the sense that the three
book series in question are widely used across the country. In addition, since the
books have different authors and publishers they ensured a variety of differing
tasks.

This field of research is new and requires more extensive study of workbooks, which
was not possible, however, within the terms of reference of the present study. We
divided the tasks into three categories, tasks that develop critical thinking skills, tasks
that need minor modification to develop critical thinking skills and tasks that need major
modification to develop critical thinking skill, but they could have been analysed and
categorised more specifically. In this study we had the power to define the
categories. Thus, with other types of categories the results might differ from the
present study’s findings. One could continue this research by, for example,
interviewing teachers on the subject and seeing how they feel about critical thinking
skills and whether or not they feel that the development of these skills is solely the
responsibility of the teacher.
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