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Abstract. This paper examines the historical evolution of English language pedagogy
from form-focused instruction to approaches that integrate critical thinking. Early methods
such as the Grammar Translation and Audio-Lingual Models prioritized accuracy through
memorization and drills, offering little space for cognitive engagement. The emergence of
Communicative Language Teaching, Task-Based Learning, and Content and Language
Integrated Learning marked a shift toward learner-centered approaches that foster
reasoning, problem-solving, and collaboration. Project-Based Learning and gamification
further operationalized critical thinking through authentic, inquiry-driven tasks. In recent
years, digital technologies and Al-assisted platforms have expanded opportunities for
reflection, analysis, and adaptive learning.
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The historical trajectory of foreign language pedagogy reveals a significant
transformation from mechanistic, form-centered instruction toward dynamic, learner-
centered approaches that prioritize meaning-making, cognitive engagement, and authentic
communication. Within this evolution, the integration of critical thinking has marked a
paradigmatic shift in how language is conceptualized, taught, and learned. The early
methodologies of the Grammar Translation Method (GTM) and the Audio-Lingual Method
(ALM), dominant from the late 19th century through the mid-20th century, treated language
primarily as a system of grammatical structures and lexical patterns to be memorized and
drilled. These approaches promoted accuracy through repetition and mimicry, sidelining
opportunities for learners to engage in interpretive reasoning or problem-solving®. Critical
thinking, under such pedagogical models, was virtually absent - learning was equated with
the rote reproduction of pre-determined forms rather than with cognitive exploration or
reflective practice.

The gradual pedagogical shift beginning in the 1960s and 1970s signaled the emergence
of more cognitively oriented frameworks. The Cognitive Code Method, influenced by
Chomskyan linguistics and psychological learning theories, and Situational Language
Teaching began to prioritize learners’ mental processes, encouraging rule induction,
hypothesis testing, and error analysis. These early innovations reintroduced a nascent form
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of critical engagement by recognizing learners as meaning-makers capable of interpreting
linguistic data and constructing internal grammars. Although these approaches did not
explicitly foreground critical thinking, they created the conditions for its eventual
pedagogical integration by valuing internal cognitive processes and metalinguistic
awareness.

The most substantial leap in aligning critical thinking with language pedagogy emerged
with the rise of Communicative Language Teaching in the 1980s and 1990s, alongside
Task-Based Language Teaching. These methodologies reconceptualized language as a
tool for meaningful interaction and social negotiation, and in doing so, placed learners in
scenarios that demanded inference, justification, reformulation, and collaborative
reasoning®. Through activities such as role plays, debates, simulations, and information-gap
tasks, learners practiced skills aligned with taxonomy of critical thinking: interpreting
perspectives, analyzing communicative intent, evaluating contributions, and self-monitoring
responses. The cyclical structure of TBLT - comprising pre-task preparation, task execution,
and post-task reflection - mirrored the core stages of critical reasoning. In the late 1990s and
early 2000s, Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) further enriched the
pedagogical landscape by combining subject matter learning with language acquisition. In
CLIL settings, students engage with academic content (e.g., science, history, geography) in
a target language, necessitating the development of higher-order thinking skills such as
interpreting graphs, evaluating source credibility, making evidence-based arguments, and
synthesizing disciplinary knowledge®. These tasks are inherently analytical, offering fertile
ground for embedding critical thinking within language instruction. The dual-focus model
of CLIL explicitly supports cognitive academic language proficiency, aligning well with the
intellectual demands of 21st-century education.

Concurrently, the rise of Project-Based Learning (PBL) emphasized authentic,
inquiry-driven learning grounded in real-world relevance. In PBL environments, learners
collaboratively explore complex questions, conduct field research, analyze data, and present
their findings publicly - activities that inherently foster critical dispositions such as
persistence, skepticism, curiosity, and openness to alternative viewpoints (Stoller, 2016).
Language becomes a means for investigation and articulation, not just for practice. Students
must define problems, evaluate solutions, and defend their conclusions - engaging with all
six of Facione’s (1990) critical thinking skills. Importantly, PBL operationalizes critical
thinking not as a theoretical construct, but as a lived, performative process embedded in
communicative acts.

From 2015 onwards, digital technologies and Al-driven tools have accelerated this
trajectory, offering unprecedented opportunities and challenges - for critical thinking
development in language education. Intelligent tutoring systems, mobile learning
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applications, learner corpora, and Al-assisted writing platforms (e.g., Grammarly, QuillBot,
ChatGPT) have expanded the toolkit available to educators and learners alike. These tools
can now simulate Socratic dialogue, generate customized feedback, visualize argument
structures, scaffold revisions, and even assess reasoning quality through natural language
processing®.

Another noteworthy development is the integration of gamification and scenario-based
learning into language curricula. Digital platforms such as Classcraft, Edpuzzle and
Genially allow educators to design immersive scenarios where learners assume roles-
journalists, human rights defenders, startup founders-and navigate challenges that demand
both linguistic agility and critical decision-making®. For instance, in a scenario where
learners must design a sustainable city, they must read and synthesize expert opinions,
weigh environmental, economic, and social factors, and present solutions to a virtual city
council. These role-based tasks mirror real-world complexity, requiring learners to apply
CT skills like inference, prioritization, and justification, while using English as the medium
for collaborative problem-solving. Moreover, interdisciplinary approaches such as
STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, and Mathematics) in ELT have
opened new avenues for fostering CT.

The role of formative assessment in cultivating CT has also gained increased attention.
Rather than relying solely on summative tests that measure discrete language components,
many educators now incorporate continuous, process-oriented assessments such as learning
journals, peer critiques, think-aloud protocols, and digital portfolios. These tools offer
learners the opportunity to reflect on their reasoning, monitor their linguistic and cognitive
growth, and develop metacognitive awareness. When assessment becomes a dialogic and
developmental tool, it reinforces the habits of mind central to CT: revisiting assumptions,
considering alternative viewpoints, and revising based on new evidence.

In this ongoing evolution, the integration of CT into ELT pedagogy remains both a
challenge and a necessity. It requires sustained professional development, curriculum
innovation, and institutional support. Yet, as this section has shown, the trajectory from
grammar drills to Al-mediated reasoning reflects a maturing understanding of language
education as a space not just for linguistic acquisition but for intellectual transformation.
Language classrooms of the future will be those where learners do not simply practice
English, but use it to ask better questions, solve meaningful problems, and participate
thoughtfully in the world around them.

This paradigm shift continues to unfold as educators and researchers explore how
emerging methodologies and hybrid pedagogical models can further intertwine critical
thinking with language instruction. In recent years, blended learning and flipped classroom
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models have gained traction as extensions of the learner-centered ethos of CLT and PBL®.
These models encourage students to engage with input materials - such as videos, readings,
and lectures - outside of class, freeing up classroom time for collaborative inquiry, critical
discussion, and interactive problem-solving. For example, in a flipped English course
focusing on social issues, students might be assigned to watch documentaries or read news
articles about climate change at home. In this ongoing evolution, the integration of critical
thinking into English language teaching pedagogy remains both a challenge and a necessity.
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