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| ABSTRACT

Recent research in language learning and teaching has prompted revived attention to developing learners’ critical thinking skills.
Training learners to think critically serves as a significant opportunity to improve their knowledge and skills, yet it is still a key
issue in need of enormous research in terms of its application. Despite its evident importance, the way to enhance students’
thinking skills is challenging and impeded by numerous barriers. This survey study sets out learners’ perceived barriers to critical
thinking in two state Moroccan universities. Surveying 110 EFL students, the respondents were invited to openly comment on the
obstacles that hindered their reflection. By way of qualitative content analysis, the results displayed that enhancing critical
thinking skills is governed by factors related to teaching, learning and the education system. Amongst the nine challenges the
Moroccan students face, lecturing and student content knowledge were reported to be the two major obstacles that significantly
influenced the development of critical thinking.
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1. Introduction

Education across the globe has become much more aware of the essential role of critical thinking skills. Critical thinking is,
therefore, becoming an increasingly major concern in both secondary and higher education. Critical thinking is, generally, the
intellectual ability that allows individuals to question and evaluate the validity of communication so as to make rational judgments
and wise decisions. Critical thinkers are individuals who are in control of their thinking. They are willing to question and reconsider
previous beliefs, assess the validity of communication and consider new perspectives. According to Paul and Elder (2019, p. 9),
critical thinking “requires rigorous standards of excellence and mindful command of their use. It entails effective communication
and problem-solving abilities, as well as a commitment to overcoming our native egocentrism and sociocentrism”.

Training students to think critically does not mean that personal, academic, professional, and economic success is guaranteed, but
“it is clearly better than enduring the consequences of making bad decisions and better than burdening friends, family, and all the
rest of us with the unwanted and avoidable consequences of those poor choices” (Facione, 2020, p. 2). Equipping learners with
critical thinking skills allows them to be evaluative of radical and extremist discourse, “become more flexible, more open to diversity
and cultural differences, more aware of some dangers of globalization, and effective global citizens” (Chouari & Nachit, 2016, p.
37). Critical thinking is a 21st-century skill that has a double function; it contributes to personal progress and social development.

In line with the widespread attention critical thinking skills have gained, university attendance is believed to improve learners’
critical thinking (Mcmillan, 1987; Songsil et al., 2019). However, the level of students’ critical thinking is in short supply (Amrous
and Nejmaoui, 2016). There is a considerable gap between students’ level of critical thinking skills and the expected outcome of a
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graduate student. According to Chouari (2016), there is a wide disparity between what students learn at the university and its
impact on their daily life. Several constraints come together to obstruct the implementation of critical thinking education. Prior
studies which have been conducted on the topic displayed that the barriers to the development of critical thinking are associated
with mainly four factors; (1) academics’ teaching and assessment practices, (2) learners’ motivation and knowledge, (3) the
education structure and institutional reforms as well as (4) the socio-cultural environment.

Recently, Eze et al. (2022) found out that critical thinking skills are impeded by factors related to the lecturer's conventional teaching
method, unquestioning deference to authority, student laziness and apathy in critical thinking, and the education infrastructure.
The study findings highlighted that the lecturers lack the foundation of thinking critically, and they were not trained to teach it to
the students. Students are, on the other hand, uninterested in enhancing their critical thinking skills for it is challenging. However,
neither teachers nor students should be blamed if the educational system is not based on instilling critical thinking skills.

In a preliminary study, Mangena and Chabeli (2005) found that teachers' lack of knowledge about critical thinking was reported as
the most significant factor. Moreover, they added that the conditioning factors for critical thinking are correlated with teaching
and assessment methods, educators’ resistance to change, student selection criteria, and student cultural background. It has been
observed that socio-cultural factors are considered significant barriers to the development of cognitive skills in collectivist contexts
where freedom of expression is discouraged.

For instance, Ku and Ho (2010) and Songsil et al. (2019) assert that, unlike in western societies, it is prevalent for Chinese students
to passively accept the teacher’s perspective because the students are confronted not to argue with elders. In addition to
conformity to authority, the Moroccan context suffers from another factor that negatively influences critical thinking development.
Language teaching and learning are much centered on receptive skills (i.e., listening and reading) rather than productive skills (i.e.,
speaking and writing). EFL students hardly receive teacher feedback or get speaking and writing practice. Consequently, strong
student readers and listeners are not necessarily great writers and speakers.

According to Aliakbari and Sadeghdaghighi (2013), more than 60% of teachers agreed that lack of knowledge of critical thinking,
difficulty in evaluating learners, and lack of knowledge of how to promote critical thinking are the main obstacles. Although they
were aware that teaching methods are influential in enhancing critical thinking and cognitive skills, teachers resisted implementing
innovative teaching strategies, for it was challenging to apply new teaching practices. Likewise, some academics use lectures
because they resist changing to new innovative teaching strategies.

2. Research Methods

2.1 Research Design and Objective

The current study opts for the use of an exploratory, descriptive research design to elicit information from students. We resorted
to this research design in order to explore the perceived factors that hinder critical thinking development. The main research
question that the present study seeks to answer is the following; what are students’ perceived barriers to the development of
critical thinking skills?

2.2 Respondents

Using questionnaires, we collected data from EFL Moroccan students at two state universities; Moulay Ismail University (MIU) in
Meknes and Sidi Mohamed Ben Abdellah University (SMBAU) in Fes. The two universities are open-access institutions and do not
require any language tests. The selection of the respondents was conducted using simple random sampling. Altogether, as some
of the questionnaires were not completed, 28 drafts were disregarded and 110 were utilized. With regard to gender, female
respondents formed 62.7% while male respondents represented 37.3%. The table below illustrates the respondents we have
reached.

Table. Demographic information of the respondents

Gender Education level University affiliation Total
Females Males 15t year 2nd year 3 year Master MIU SMBAU
69 41 20 (18.2%) | 38 (34.5%) | 39 (35.5%) | 12 (7.3%) | 67 (60.9%) | 43 (39.1%) | 110
(62.7%) (37.3%) (100%)

2.3 Instrumentation

In gathering data, we opted for questionnaires, which were completed anonymously by the respondents. The data were collected
during the spring semester of 2021-2022. The administered questionnaire consisted of two main parts. The first part was composed
of student demographic information, namely gender, education level, and university affiliation. The second part comprised

Page | 64



IJLLT 6(2): 63-69

questions related to the issue under study. In eliciting the barriers to critical thinking skills, we opted for open-ended questions so
that we can cover all possible answers that the respondents wish to voice.

2.4 Data Analysis

The analysis of the responses was conducted using patterns of meaning based on Braun and Clarke (2006) and Radnor (2002).
Accordingly, students’ transcripts were identified by recurring ideas and then coded and categorized by themes and sub-themes.
Codes were organized from the most repeated to the least repeated patterns.

3. Results and Discussions

Generally, the analysis of the data's key aspects yielded nine perceived barriers to the development of critical thinking skills. The
reported barriers embrace three main factors to thinking critically. For purposes of illustration, some of the respondents’
testimonies will be provided below.

3.1 Teaching Factors

Lectures. The results were in support that the lecture is the dominant teaching practice in English modules. This result accords
with other previous works in which it was argued that the lecture is still the dominant method in a number of universities (Chouari,
2016; Duron et al., 2006; Manan et al., 2021). The vast majority of the respondents reported that this method of teaching was the
most significant factor that hindered their reflection. The respondents explained that this teaching strategy allowed no chance to
exchange ideas and discuss the course content. It was also stated that information retention was impeded by delivering content.
One of the respondents argued, “Giving lessons without discussing it, it makes me forget the information quickly”. Reacting to what
hindered your reflection, a respondent stated, “When a proffeseur just keep talking without debating with us, he just give the course
without opening the floor for questions”.

This result is inconsistent with the study conducted by Aliakbari and Sadeghdaghighi (2013) who found that the lecture was not
the most significant factor. In an experimental study, Songsil et al. (2019) compared students who were exposed to the revised
Argument-Driven Inquiry and students who were taught by the conventional approach. Although they witnessed cognitive
development in both groups, their findings revealed that the experimental group who were engaged in basic writing, critical
thinking, and data interpretation and analysis outperformed the students of the control group in argument skills. Geertsen (2013),
and Zireva and Letseka (2013) argue that monologic teaching cannot be consistent with encouraging students to think critically.
Stating so, the lecture is unstimulating, uninspiring and discourages intellectual engagement. A shift is urgently needed from what
to teach to how to teach.

Teacher Guidance and Feedback. Lack of contact during remote education was an example of the obstacles that the students
experienced. The findings revealed that critical thinking skills were hindered due to the lack of interaction between students, and
their teachers. Additionally, the lack of teacher guidance and feedback left a huge impact on learners’ self-esteem and motivation
which negatively influenced their performance and learning progress. One of the respondents noted, “Distance education during
the pandemic did not improve our learning progress due to the lack of interaction between students and professors”. The participants
also stated that, without their teacher’s feedback, they procrastinated. For instance, one student explained, “Study at distance was
good and bad. It enhance the way [ search for information. It hinder my thinking because sometimes | don’t know what I'm supposed
to do or study, or if I'm doing the right thing”.

Several studies confirmed that teacher and peer feedback is a significant factor that affects critical thinking development and
learning achievement. For example, a study conducted by Wambsganss et al. (2020) confirmed that individual feedback was helpful
in developing students’ reasoning and argumentative writing skills. Richardson et al. (2007) attested that peer feedback has
positively impacted students’ sub-skills of critical thinking, namely deduction inference and evaluation skills.

The Use of Reports. Assigning reports to students was perceived as another barrier to the enhancement of critical thinking.
Although pre-assigned topics allowed learners to be prepared for the lesson, some respondents stated that reporting the weekly
readings does not help them in improving their reflective thinking. A master’s student responded to what hindered your reflection,
“reports, because you are only supposed to report what you have read or watched without providing any kind of opinion or criticism”.

As an assignment, EFL Moroccan master's students are asked to read some journal articles or book chapters and write a summary
of what they have understood. The use of reports is a way to ensure that they have read the assigned scholarly works. Students
have the chance to review and reflect upon the content only during the weekly session. According to a study conducted by Bezanilla
et al. (2019), the majority of teachers from Spain and Latin America agreed that written and oral argumentation and synthesis of
resources are the driving forces behind cognitive development. Inconsistent with our result, Fink (2003) believes that writing helps
students to be engaged in active learning and alter their critical thinking skills.
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3.2 Learning Factors

Prior Knowledge. As a way to remedy the use of the lecture, some respondents perceived the use of questions as an effective way
to boost memory, talk and thinking. A body of literature has documented the merits of using questions and inquiries in improving
learners' thinking skills (Abrami et al., 2015; Lee et al, 2010; Piergiovanni, 2014; Walker, 2003). However, another stream of
respondents viewed the use of questions as a barrier. This was reported as the second significant factor. The respondents found
the use of questions challenging because of their limited content knowledge. It was reported that asking difficult questions might
leave no room for debating. One of the respondents noted

The learning [teaching] strategy which hindered my reflection is being asked to give my critical opinion about a subject that
is new to me. One of the most important elements of Critical Thinking is to have a pre-requisite knowledge so the comment
will be objective and not based on our own point of view, culture, or background. This is crucial to produce a correct critical
thinking, or even a thinking in general.

Students do not participate in the classroom because they have little prior knowledge about the course content. Given that critical
thinking is built on prior knowledge, a limited understanding of a subject matter prevents advancing new innovative ideas and
improving critical thinking skills. This finding is in accord with the ideas of Geertsen (2013), who argues that implementing critical
thinking skills across domains is more challenging, regardless of past experiences or received training. This can be explained by
the fact that cognitive development necessitates and is based on the acquisition and construction of knowledge. Glaser's (1984)
review of previous studies also confirms that the development of thinking and problem-solving skills is reliant on the way of
teaching and using knowledge.

Language Proficiency. Lack of participation on the part of the learners is also due to language problems. Language fluency was
perceived as a linguistic and communicative barrier that distorts class discussions and debates. The respondents reported that
they feel short of words when speaking in class. One of the respondents argued, "Actually, speaking is the hardest strategy that
hindered my reflection and block me especially in the classe”. In the same vein, another respondent added that critical thinking is
hindered by the “Lack of the huge vocabulary that will help you in your learning”.

Many learners accept their roles to be passive information receivers and avoid class participation because of their lack of effective
communicative skills. This obstacle is even more embracing for shy and insecure learners because they are afraid of what their
peers and teachers may think of them. Ouakrime (2018) asserts that students’ poor language and communicative skills are due to
the limited opportunities they have outside the classroom.

However, we believe it is a matter of perception and motivation rather than an issue of the number of opportunities students have
available to them. At Moulay Ismail University, very few students attend the complimentary English clubs the English Department
provides. Today, as English is an international language, there are many opportunities for EFL students to enhance their English
communication skills.

Over-reliance on Teachers. The results revealed students’ excessive dependency on their teachers. It was found that learning is
still teacher-dependent. Amid distance teaching, some respondents stated that they felt lost because they had not received enough
explanations. These students could not manage their studies without being provided with their teachers’ elucidations. Responding
to what teaching or learning strategy hindered your thinking skills, a respondent stated, "/ think it is depend on the teacher or the
professor. It doesn't mater which way he/she teaches us, but if the professor know what he/she is doing, that’s good”. In line, when a
participant was asked about her remote education experience, she commented, “/t was so bad, | didn't get the enough explanations
of the lessons”.

The respondents’ testimonies revealed that they are very reluctant and dependent on their teachers to provide them with the
course content and explanation. Information consumption is highly desired and wanted. This over-reliance on teachers limits the
learners’ participation and prevents the improvement of social skills. According to Jamiai and El Karfa (2022), one of the
constraining factors of critical thinking skills is students’ lack of motivation. They highlight that learners conceive their roles as
passive recipients and consumers of knowledge while their teachers’ roles as knowledge knowers and givers. Learners’
misconception of their roles reduces their learning motivation and impedes the development of critical thinking skills.

Rote Learning. The findings showed that memorizing the course content was the major concern and focus of the students. The
respondents’ answers manifested that learning is mere memorization of what has been received. For instance, a respondent
asserted, "I think when we debate about something and try to convince others, we memorize it more”. Following the same thought
stream, another respondent affirmed, “/ prefer to have visual teaching because it make it easy for me to memorize well information”.

The results revealed that some respondents do not seem to focus on improving their critical thinking. While memorization is the
basis to analyze and evaluate information, the learners’ sole concern is to boost their memory and retrieve information.
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Accordingly, some students study without understanding and depreciate being engaged in higher-order thinking skills for thinking
critically requires perseverance and diligence. Such learners refuse to take responsibility for their own learning. Ouakrime (2018)
upholds that students perceive themselves as passive recipients of knowledge that is passed on by their teachers. In the same vein,
Khairallah et al. (2020) explain that some learners were not listening to their teacher during metacognitive activities because they
considered such activities a burden. The students were also dissatisfied with the shift made to product-oriented assessment.

Memorizing the course content is not a mere responsibility of students. Student perceptions are limited by teacher knowledge
and thinking. Many teachers impose their way of thinking and interpretation, leading learners to limit their thinking to what has
been presented in the classroom. During end-of-term examinations, teachers’ expectations force students not to use critical
thinking freely. In this situation, students cannot take risks and in consequence get lower grades. An instance of that is the module
of Guided Reading in semester one where, in many cases, students are required to analyze literary works based on the teacher’s
interpretation. This seems to be inherited in the Moroccan culture, which is supported by the famous Moroccan expression:
"] sy Wiclay”. This implies that the received course content and teacher explanation are to be consumed by students and
returned to the teacher on the day of the exam.

3.3 The Education System Factors

Lack of Practice. Due to the lack of practical exercises, some respondents expressed their dissatisfaction with the way they are
taught. While direct instruction of critical thinking was reported to be useful for enhancing cognitive abilities, the theory-practice
gap resulted in students’ inability to implement the acquired knowledge in real-life situations. Further, the results revealed that
delivering content is neither a mere responsibility of academics who mostly use lectures nor learners who show indifference to
critical thinking dispositions, but it is also an issue of a whole education system that is predominantly based on knowledge sharing.
One of the respondents explained:

This semester (s5), | studied critical thinking and it helped me think more sufficiently when it comes to verifying the
information and news | receive. However, the educational system is based on theory for the most part. we were bombarded
with a lot of theory without much practice, therefore i did not benefit from this module as much as i thought i would.

This result is in accordance with that of Chouari (2016), who examined Semester 5 students’ perceptions of the course Critical
Thinking and Analysis at Moulay Ismail University of Meknes. Despite their satisfaction with the course, the participants objected
to the theory-practice gap and lack of real-world applications. A large body of studies proved that direct instruction of critical
thinking and reasoning skills is correlated with the development of such cognitive skills (Hadi et al., 2018; Kabatas Memis & Cakan
Akkas, 2020; Lee et al., 2010; Sampson et al., 2011; Songsil et al.,, 2019). However, it is irrelevant if students cannot relate what they
have learned to real-life issues.

Several scholars maintain that lack of practice negatively influences the cultivation of learner thinking. For example, Aliakbari and
Sadeghdaghighi (2013) and Butchart et al. (2009) confirmed that lack of practice is a factor affecting the development of critical
thinking and argument skills. In the absence of training learners’ thinking skills, content-intensive courses slow down the thinking
process and cognitive development. Covering more content does not necessarily mean that learners are learning let alone that
they are developing their thinking skills.

The Education Infrastructure. Some respondents regarded the education system and curriculum as other major barriers to
developing critical thinking skills. The testimonies display that Moroccan learners are disengaged with critical thinking from basic
to secondary education. The learners are introduced to critical thinking at a later level in higher education. A respondent
highlighted that stating learning objectives at the beginning of the course is a prominent factor that enhances students’ willingness
and motivation.

Critical thinking skills are not something that should be presented to the students suddenly. In our Morocco system, the
students are used to spoon feeding in elementary, junior high school and high schools. The shift to higher education should
be executed with careful thought. Also the value of critical thinking skills should be presented first so that it attracts students.

The education system has a major impact on how students learn and teachers teach. Eze et al. (2022) contend that blaming students
is a crude approach as it ignores the sociocultural, economic and academic factors that profoundly influence the development of
critical thinking. According to Mangena and Chabeli (2005), the selection criteria of students do not have the foundation basis of
critical thinking skills.

Locally, the efforts made for purposes of sustainability and development have been unsuccessful in improving the quality of
education. The Moroccan education system at primary, secondary and tertiary levels is still structurally weak and could succeed
only in increasing student enrollment (El Kaidi, 2018). Reaching high outpacing enrollment rates came only at the expense of the
quality of education.
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Further, given the considerable importance of critical thinking, novice learners may have no idea why they need to exchange
information in the classroom. Many students are demotivated to think critically because they do not understand the point of doing
so. A sudden change at the university level without clearly stating the course description and objectives distracts learners’ attention
and leads to adverse outcomes. Why should students care about using critical thinking anyways? The answer to this question
should be raised and discussed during university classes.

4. Conclusion

The present study sought to find out the barriers that hinder the enhancement of critical thinking as perceived by EFL students.
The results revealed that improving critical thinking skills is mainly conditioned by factors related to teaching, learning and the
education system. The constraining factors of critical thinking enhancement were found to be related to the use of lectures, student
prior knowledge, language proficiency, student over-dependence on teachers, student learning strategy and motivation, teacher
feedback, theory-practice gap, education system and the use of reports. Although the development of critical thinking is a shared
responsibility between teachers, students and decision-makers, teaching and assessment methods are major influential factors
that have a direct impact on class participation, learning strategies, and student motivation.

Further studies on the topic are highly recommended. The findings of this study reported only the students’ perceived barriers to
critical thinking. Therefore, limiting the study to only students of English call for additional research of this type with EFL teachers
to report their perceived barriers to the development of learners’ critical thinking skills. On account of using questionnaires, we
also believe that critical thinking merits further qualitative studies to examine the issue in a more in-depth way. As change comes
gradually, critical thinking skills must be an integral part of the curriculum from primary school up to higher education. To this end,
higher-order thinking skills should be a top priority in order to help learners grow as independent thinkers.
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