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Abstract: at the C1 level, language learners possess advanced linguistic skills but often 

need to move beyond rote memorization to achieve true communicative competence. This 

article explores how critical thinking enhances advanced language learning by fostering deeper 

comprehension, nuanced expression, and cultural adaptability among C1-level students. Using 

a mixed-methods study with 40 C1-level EFL learners, we investigated the impact of critical 

thinking activities (e.g., debates, problem-solving tasks) on linguistic accuracy, discourse 

competence, and learner autonomy. Results showed significant improvements in analytical 

writing (18.5%), oral argumentation (20.2%), and self-directed learning behaviors. Qualitative 

data revealed heightened engagement and confidence. This article synthesizes research on 

critical thinking and language acquisition, offering practical strategies for teachers to integrate 

these skills into advanced language classrooms. 
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Introduction: Thinking Deeply, Speaking Fluently 

Imagine a classroom where students aren’t just reciting vocabulary or conjugating verbs 

but passionately debating global issues, dissecting complex texts, or crafting persuasive essays 

in their second language. This is the world of C1-level language learners—advanced students 

who are ready to move beyond grammar drills and into the realm of ideas. At this stage, fluency 

isn’t just about sounding right; it’s about thinking critically, expressing nuanced perspectives, 

and navigating cultural subtleties with confidence. That’s where critical thinking comes in—a 

skill that transforms proficient speakers into thoughtful communicators.Critical thinking, the 

ability to analyze, evaluate, and synthesize information, is a cornerstone of advanced language 

learning. For C1-level students, who are expected to handle complex texts and conversations 

with near-native proficiency (Council of Europe, 2001), critical thinking bridges the gap 

between linguistic accuracy and meaningful communication. It empowers learners to question 

assumptions, construct arguments, and adapt their language to diverse contexts—skills 

essential for academic, professional, and social success. But how do we nurture this skill in the 

language classroom, and what benefits does it bring?This article explores how critical thinking 

enhances C1-level language learning and offers practical ways for teachers to weave it into their 

lessons. Through a mixed-methods study, we’ll examine how activities like debates and 

problem-solving tasks boost linguistic and cognitive skills. Drawing on research in applied 

linguistics and cognitive psychology, we’ll uncover why critical thinking is a game-changer for 

advanced learners and how educators can make it a vibrant part of their teaching. 

Literature Review 

The integration of critical thinking into language learning is supported by a robust body 

of research in applied linguistics, cognitive science, and educational psychology. This section 

reviews three key areas: critical thinking in language acquisition, its role in advanced (C1-level) 

proficiency, and pedagogical approaches to fostering it. Critical Thinking in Language 
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Acquisition: critical thinking involves analyzing, evaluating, and synthesizing information to 

form reasoned judgments (Facione, 1990). In language learning, it enables learners to process 

complex input, construct coherent arguments, and adapt language to context (Paul & Elder, 

2006). Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory suggests that higher-order thinking emerges 

through social interaction, making activities like discussions and debates ideal for language 

classrooms. Richards and Rodgers (2014) argue that critical thinking enhances communicative 

competence by encouraging learners to move beyond surface-level comprehension to deeper 

analysis of meaning and intent. For instance, analyzing a news article’s bias requires learners 

to decode vocabulary, evaluate arguments, and articulate their own perspectives—skills that 

align with advanced language goals (Hyland, 2006). At the C1 level, learners are expected to 

handle abstract topics, express nuanced ideas, and navigate cultural nuances (Council of 

Europe, 2001). Critical thinking is essential for meeting these demands. Bloom’s revised 

taxonomy (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001) places analysis, evaluation, and creation at the top of 

cognitive skills, aligning with C1 competencies like producing clear, well-structured texts and 

engaging in sophisticated discourse. Studies show that critical thinking improves discourse 

competence— the ability to organize and present ideas cohesively (Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 

2000). For example, Pica et al. (1993) found that tasks requiring negotiation of meaning, such 

as problem-solving, enhance linguistic accuracy and complexity. Similarly, Kuiken and Vedder 

(2013) note that critical thinking tasks promote syntactic complexity and lexical diversity, key 

markers of C1 proficiency Integrating critical thinking into language instruction requires 

intentional pedagogy. Task-based language teaching (TBLT) is effective for fostering critical 

thinking, as it engages learners in authentic, problem-solving activities (Willis & Willis, 2007). 

For instance, debates encourage learners to evaluate evidence and articulate arguments, 

enhancing both linguistic and cognitive skills (Nunan, 2004). Problem-based learning (PBL), 

where students solve real-world issues, promotes learner autonomy and critical engagement 

(Savery, 2006). Dörnyei (2001) emphasizes that motivation is critical for advanced learners, 

and critical thinking tasks, being inherently engaging, boost intrinsic motivation. Technology, 

such as discussion forums or AI-driven language apps, can further scaffold critical thinking by 

providing platforms for reflection and analysis (Chapelle, 2001; Godwin-Jones, 2019). These 

approaches align with learner-centered pedagogies that empower C1 students to take charge 

of their learning (Benson, 2011). This body of research highlights that critical thinking not only 

enhances linguistic proficiency but also fosters autonomy and engagement, making it a vital 

component of advanced language instruction.  

Methodology: A Thoughtful Experiment in Language Learning 

To investigate the role of critical thinking in advanced language learning, we conducted a 

six-week study with 40 C1-level EFL learners (aged 18–30) at a language institute. Participants, 

from diverse L1 backgrounds (e.g., Spanish, Mandarin, Arabic), were randomly assigned to two 

groups: 

 Control Group (20 learners): Engaged in traditional C1-level activities, such as reading 

comprehension, grammar exercises, and guided discussions on familiar topics (e.g., travel, 

technology). 

 Experimental Group (20 learners): Participated in critical thinking-focused activities, 

including: 

 Debates: On topics like “Should social media be regulated?” to practice argumentation and 

discourse coherence. 
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 Problem-Solving Tasks: Scenarios like designing a sustainable city, requiring analysis and 

collaborative solutions. 

 Analytical Writing: Tasks like critiquing opinion articles or writing persuasive essays on 

global issues. 

 In terms of data collection; 

Quantitative Measures: 

 Linguistic Accuracy: Assessed via expert-rated writing samples and oral presentations, 

focusing on grammar, vocabulary, and coherence. 

 Discourse Competence: Measured through rubric-scored argumentative essays and 

debate performances (Canale & Swain, 1980). 

 Learner Autonomy: Evaluated using a validated autonomy questionnaire (Benson, 2011). 

 Cognitive Engagement: Measured via reaction times in a critical thinking task (adapted 

from Facione, 1990). 

Qualitative Measures: 

 Weekly reflective journals to capture learners’ perceptions of critical thinking activities. 

 Classroom observations to note engagement and interaction patterns. 

The study aimed to compare the groups’ progress in linguistic skills, discourse 

competence, and autonomy, while exploring learners’ experiences with critical thinking tasks. 

Results: Thinking Critically, Thriving Linguistically 

The results offered a vivid glimpse into the transformative power of critical thinking for 

C1-level learners. The experimental group, which engaged in activities like debates and 

problem-solving tasks, showed remarkable progress compared to the control group. Their 

writing and speaking accuracy improved by 18.5% (p < .01), nearly doubling the control group’s 

9.2% gain. Complex structures, such as conditionals and relative clauses, appeared more 

frequently and accurately in their essays and debates, reflecting a deeper command of the 

language. In terms of discourse competence, the experimental group’s argumentative essays 

and debate performances scored 20.2% higher on coherence and logical structure, showcasing 

their ability to organize ideas with clarity and precision. Learner autonomy also saw a 

significant boost, with autonomy scores rising by 15.7% as students took greater initiative in 

seeking resources and setting personal goals. Additionally, their cognitive engagement 

improved, with reaction times in critical thinking tasks dropping by 12%, a sign of sharper 

analytical processing. Beyond the numbers, the learners’ own words and behaviors brought 

these findings to life. Reflective journals revealed that students in the experimental group felt 

more confident tackling complex ideas. One learner captured this beautifully, writing, 

“Debating made me think about my words carefully—it’s like my brain and my English got 

stronger together.” Classroom observations echoed this enthusiasm, with students visibly 

energized during debates and problem-solving tasks, animatedly discussing ideas and 

challenging each other’s perspectives. Many shared that critical thinking activities made 

learning feel “more meaningful” and less like a mechanical exercise, easing their anxiety about 

achieving perfection. Notably, fossilized errors, such as overgeneralized verb forms, began to 

fade as students actively monitored their language during these analytical tasks. These 

outcomes resonate with research highlighting critical thinking’s ability to enhance both 

linguistic and cognitive growth (Richards & Rodgers, 2014; Savery, 2006). 

Discussion: Why Critical Thinking Transforms Advanced Learners 
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The results underscore the transformative power of critical thinking for C1-level learners, 

revealing why it’s so effective and how teachers can harness its potential. Critical thinking tasks, 

such as debates and analytical writing, encourage learners to use language with precision and 

creativity. For instance, constructing a persuasive argument during a debate demands accurate 

grammar and a varied vocabulary, as noted by Nunan (2004). This aligns with Kuiken and 

Vedder’s (2013) finding that cognitively demanding tasks enhance syntactic complexity, 

allowing learners to refine their linguistic accuracy and move closer to native-like proficiency, 

as Hyland (2006) suggests. At the C1 level, where organizing ideas coherently across extended 

discourse is essential, critical thinking tasks like critiquing an article or solving problems 

collaboratively foster logical structure and clear expression, according to Celce-Murcia and 

Olshtain (2000). Debating topics like “Should social media be regulated?” requires learners to 

sequence arguments, employ cohesive devices, and anticipate counterarguments—skills that 

echo the C1 descriptors outlined by the Council of Europe (2001).Critical thinking also nurtures 

learner autonomy, empowering students to take charge of their learning. Tasks like designing 

a sustainable city prompt students to research, evaluate solutions, and present findings, 

fostering self-directed learning, as Benson (2011) highlights. This autonomy is vital for C1 

learners preparing for academic or professional settings where independent thinking is key, as 

Dörnyei (2001) emphasizes. Beyond technical skills, the interactive and thought-provoking 

nature of critical thinking tasks makes learning exciting. Students in our study described 

debates as “like a mental workout” that kept them invested, resonating with Nation and 

Newton’s (2009) view that engaging tasks boost motivation by linking language to real-world 

purposes. Collaborative activities, such as group problem-solving, further build a sense of 

community, alleviating the isolation often felt by advanced learners, as Willis and Willis (2007) 

observe. Teachers can integrate critical thinking into C1-level classes through practical 

strategies, as suggested by Grant (2017). Organizing structured debates on controversial topics, 

like “Is globalization beneficial?” allows students to practice argumentation and discourse 

coherence, with sentence starters like “In my view, because…” scaffolding their expression. 

Problem-based learning, such as creating a campaign to address climate change, encourages 

analysis and collaboration, guiding students to research and present solutions in English. 

Analytical writing tasks, like critiquing articles or writing persuasive essays on technology 

ethics, foster evaluation and synthesis skills. Encouraging weekly reflective journals prompts 

students to analyze their progress and set goals, while technology, such as online discussion 

forums or AI tools like Grammarly and ELSA Speak, supports critical analysis and provides 

language feedback, as Godwin-Jones (2019) notes. These strategies, grounded in task-based 

and learner-centered pedagogies, make critical thinking both accessible and engaging, as 

Richards and Rodgers (2014) advocate. 

Conclusion 

Critical thinking is more than a cognitive skill—it’s a catalyst for advanced language 

learning. By challenging C1-level students to analyze, evaluate, and create, it transforms them 

from proficient speakers into thoughtful communicators. Our study showed that critical 

thinking activities enhance linguistic accuracy, discourse competence, and learner autonomy 

while making learning vibrant and meaningful. For teachers, these activities are a gateway to 

dynamic, student-centered classrooms. For learners, they’re a chance to not just speak a 

language but to think in it, navigating complex ideas with confidence. 1The next time you see a 

C1 student debating passionately or crafting a nuanced essay, celebrate the cognitive gears 
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turning. They’re not just mastering English—they’re mastering the art of thinking critically, one 

idea at a time. 
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