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ABSTRACT

In today’s educational landscape, developing higher-order thinking skills (HOTS)—such as analysing, evaluating,
and creating—has become increasingly important, especially for students preparing to navigate a complex global world. A
key component of HOTS is critical thinking (CTS), which enables learners to assess ideas logically, connect concepts,
and make sound decisions. In English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classrooms, verbal questioning plays a vital role in
encouraging students to articulate their thoughts, reason through problems, and engage in meaningful dialogue. This study
presents a systematic review of over one hundred academic sources—including peer-reviewed articles, educational reports,
and case studies—exploring how verbal questioning techniques contribute to the development of HOTS and CTS in EFL
settings. The findings point to several effective teaching strategies, along with recurring challenges and ways to address
them. The review shows that inquiry-based approaches and collaborative learning tasks can significantly enhance learners’
abilities to analyse, synthesize, and evaluate information. Active classroom methods like discussions and role-playing not
only help students retain content but also apply it in practical ways. However, several barriers hinder the broader adoption
of these strategies, including insufficient teacher training, overemphasis on standardized testing, and limited availability of
teaching tools and digital resources. To address these obstacles, the paper highlights the need for continuous professional
development, curriculum reforms that integrate CTS components, and greater support in terms of instructional materials
and technology access. Together, these steps can help create more engaging and intellectually stimulating environments
where HOTS and CTS can thrive.
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1. Introduction

Effective questioning is widely recognised as a founda-
tional strategy that promotes active learning and enhances
student engagement across diverse educational contexts. It
serves as a dynamic tool to foster interaction, encourage
reflection, and assess comprehension levels within the class-
room. Questioning stands out as an essential teaching tool
that not only encourages interaction but also deepens learning
within the classroom. This engagement is critical for devel-
oping learners’ ability to process and reflect on information
actively, rather than passively receiving it. Questioning is
broadly acknowledged as a method that stimulates learners’
analytical faculties and offers instructors insights into stu-
dents’ comprehension levels. The way teachers frame their
questions—ranging from factual inquiries to those seeking
opinions—plays a crucial role in keeping students actively
engaged!!l. In English language classrooms, questioning by
teachers has been shown to promote language production
and facilitate dynamic interaction, engaging both convergent
and divergent thinking skills(?).

In contexts like Oman, many students begin higher ed-
ucation with noticeable gaps in foundational skills such as
English, Mathematics, and Computer Science. These gaps
pose significant challenges when it comes to tackling more
complex cognitive tasks during language learning 3!,

This article aims to highlight how effective questioning
can boost higher-order thinking and critical thinking skills
(CTS), while also enhancing student engagement. It explores
solutions to overcome the barriers that often hinder this pro-
cess. These challenges reflect broader observations in Omani
higher education, where cultural values like collectivism and
a desire for harmony can sometimes dampen students’ moti-
vation and encourage procrastination, limiting self-directed
learning 31,

Through a review of existing literature, this article com-
pares the impact of different questioning techniques, particu-
larly oral versus written questions, and examines their role in

fostering deeper understanding through higher-order think-

ing skills (HOTS) and CTS. This review contributes uniquely
by contextualizing HOTS and CTS development within the
Middle Eastern EFL setting, particularly in Oman. It iden-
tifies localized socio-cultural barriers and provides tailored
strategies often overlooked in broader literature. Unlike pre-
vious reviews, this study integrates practical frameworks,
such as diagnostic readiness assessment models and curricu-
lum redesign strategies, that practitioners can adopt. These
original contributions make this study both practically appli-
cable and academically novel.

The structure of the paper is straightforward: it begins
by outlining the importance of questioning, followed by a
clear statement of objectives and methodology. It then offers
an overview of educational frameworks, including Bloom’s
taxonomy, which remains foundational in understanding cog-
nitive skill development.

Research shows that oral questioning tends to be more
effective than written formats in eliciting student responses
and nurturing critical thinking[*l. While questions aimed
at higher-order thinking encourage deeper comprehension,
those focusing on lower-order thinking often limit students
to recalling facts']. Importantly, the value of questioning ex-
tends beyond language learning—it also plays a vital role in
early childhood education by supporting cognitive develop-
ment and is pivotal in second language acquisition®!. More-
over, especially for learners at beginning levels, progress is
closely tied to the presence of timely and effective feedback.
Building cognitive skills and fostering an interactive learning
environment require teachers to actively employ effective
questioning strategies!”). This approach is particularly neces-
sary to combat student passivity, as seen in some high school
classrooms in Indonesial?.

According to Bloom’s taxonomy, cognitive abilities
are classified into six levels: knowledge, comprehension,
application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation®). Singh and
Shaari™ further group the first three as lower-order thinking
skills (LOTS)®], which build the foundation for the last three
levels—higher-order thinking skills (HOTS). These higher

levels rely on prior LOTS and deepen the learner’s under-
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standing of the subject matter. Bloom’s taxonomy guides
educators in designing teaching strategies that effectively
nurture these thinking skills!'’!. The revised taxonomy by
Wilson ' expanded on the original, offering a more detailed

and comprehensive framework that has proven invaluable

A

HIGHER-ORDER
THINKING SKILLS

LOWER-ORDER
THINKING SKILLS

for educators!1?!.

To promote balanced cognitive development, it is cru-
cial that curricula and assessments include all levels of the
revised Bloom’s taxonomy in an equitable manner('3], as

seen in Figure 1.

Creating

kse inf to create something new

EVALUATING

Examine information and make judgments

ANALYZING
Take apart the known and identify relationships
APPLYING

Use information in a new (but similar) situation

UNDERSTANDING

Grasp meaning of instructional materials

REMEMBERING
Recall specific facts

~— A

Figure 1. Bloom Taxonomy and the Cognitive Domain.

Higher-order thinking skills (HOTS) are a complex and
multifaceted concept, which makes it difficult for scholars
and researchers to agree on a single, clear definition. AlMu-

[14] describes higher-order thinking skills as the dynamic

tairi
cognitive processes that integrate added information with
existing knowledge to creatively address complex problems
and develop innovative solutions''%l. This conceptualization
underscores the importance of teaching methods that en-
courage students to move beyond rote memorization toward
more integrative and applied thinking. This understanding
highlights HOTS as a powerful tool that helps learners make
sound decisions and tackle problems effectively. Importantly,
this definition encourages teachers to integrate higher-order
thinking into their lessons—not just for gifted students, but
for every learner in the classroom.

Aston expands on this by describing HOTS as the scaf-
folding of students’ thought processes—encouraging them
to think deeply both about the questions posed and their own
responses !}, This is a shift away from traditional classroom
practices, where students often try to guess what the teacher

expects rather than exploring their own creative answers.

In this approach, students are given the freedom to reflect

thoughtfully on questions and respond in original ways.
Similarly, List and Sun argue that education should

go beyond merely filling students’ minds with information

U2l Instead, learners

through memorization and imitation
need to develop a deeper understanding that allows them to
apply, evaluate, adapt, and even synthesize skills in diverse
contexts.

One of the core components of HOTS is problem-
solving—the ability to organize and direct one’s thinking
towards resolving real-life issues. Debache categorizes
problem-solving skills into deductive and inductive reason-
ing[13], both essential for making sense of various life situ-
ations. Problem-solving itself can be divided into creative
problem-solving, where students independently devise solu-
tions, and collaborative problem-solving, where individuals
work together, sharing ideas and managing interpersonal
dynamics to tackle complex challenges!'*!5].

However, English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers
face several challenges in effectively applying HOTS and crit-

ical thinking skills (CTS) in their classrooms. Research shows
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that these difficulties often stem from a lack of proper training,
cultural norms that emphasize conformity over independence,
and educational systems that prioritize rote memorization
rather than critical analysis—issues particularly evident in
Oman’s higher education environment!'l. Such factors can
discourage teachers from using HOTS and CTS strategies
or cause them to apply these methods incorrectly. Beyond
instructional techniques, the extent of teacher engagement
and institutional support plays a vital role in encouraging edu-
cators to embrace innovative teaching approaches. In private
higher education institutions in Oman, studies have found that
higher levels of employee engagement significantly boost mo-
tivation and productivity—key ingredients for successfully
implementing advanced teaching methods!7].

Unfortunately, these challenges often lead teachers to
rely heavily on traditional, teacher-centred methods focused
on memorization, rather than student-centered approaches
that foster critical thinking. This reliance on memorization
limits students’ ability to acquire knowledge meaningfully
because they lack the skills to apply HOTS in their learning.
Additional obstacles include time constraints, insufficient
training, limited knowledge, and scepticism about the effec-
tiveness of HOTS strategies!'®]. Teachers may also struggle
to assess students” HOTS and CTS without appropriate tools.

Therefore, it is crucial to use established taxonomies,
such as Bloom’s, to guide the development of students’
higher-order thinking skills!'”]. Teachers must be equipped
with the necessary training to teach HOTS and CTS effec-
tively. Moreover, understanding the individual personality
traits of learners can greatly enhance the selection of suit-
able learning resources and instructional methods. Research
suggests that tailoring materials and teaching approaches
to students’ cognitive and personality profiles can boost en-
gagement, comprehension, and critical thinking skill devel-
opment[ %], Such personalized strategies support the devel-
opment of HOTS and CTS by addressing the diverse needs
of learners.

Nonetheless, building strong critical thinking skills re-
mains difficult without sufficient knowledge, authentic train-
ing, and consistent practice. Both EFL learners and teachers
may struggle to meet the foundational requirements of HOTS
and to apply these skills effectively in academic and real-life
contexts. Mohammed AlKhoudary found that although many
EFL teachers support the use of HOTS and CTS, they often

overlook proper methods for teaching them. This gap under-
scores the need to integrate HOTS and CTS explicitly into
curricula and to provide teachers with the training necessary
to implement these skills successfully.

To overcome these challenges, scholars have recom-
mended a variety of effective HOTS strategies, including
active learning, scaffolding, Socratic questioning, and col-
laborative discussion. With these approaches, teachers and
learners can work together to develop higher-order and criti-
cal thinking skills more confidently and effectively.

This paper aims to:

1. Highlight the key aspects of HOTS by focusing on
the challenges teachers face when implementing these
skills.

2. Suggest practical solutions and strategies to overcome
obstacles in applying HOTS during teaching and learn-
ing.

3. Discuss the importance of HOTS and CTS in enhancing
the overall learning process, emphasizing the critical
role of these strategies in building the capabilities of

both teachers and students.

2. Method

The systematic literature review followed the methodol-
ogy outlined by Booth and Carroll1??]. The authors carefully
designed a process to search, select, and synthesize relevant
studies based on predefined criteria. Our review specifically
targeted peer-reviewed journals published between 2010 and
2024, emphasizing empirical studies relevant to English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) teaching contexts within the Middle

East to enhance contextual relevance and applicability.

2.1. Design of the Search Procedure

To retrieve pertinent literature, we conducted compre-
hensive searches across multiple scholarly databases, includ-
ing Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar. The search
employed a carefully refined combination of keywords and
Boolean operators developed through preliminary screening
and piloting to optimize relevance and coverage. Keywords
included terms related to ‘verbal questioning,” ‘EFL learners,’
‘higher-order thinking skills,” and ‘critical thinking skills,’
allowing flexibility in fields such as titles, abstracts, and full
texts to capture a broad yet focused dataset. We further lim-
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ited the selection to peer-reviewed journal articles published
in English, removing duplicates and non-relevant records to
establish a high-quality corpus for systematic analysis. This
approach ensured that the included studies adhered to rigor-
ous academic standards and aligned with our research focus.
These platforms were chosen for their strong focus on educa-
tional research. The search keywords were developed from
database thesauri and key articles, and preliminary searches
helped refine the search strategy by testing different keyword
combinations in titles, abstracts, and keywords fields.
Preliminary search testing indicated that restricting key-
word presence solely to titles or abstracts could exclude
significant relevant literature, prompting an expansion to
include full-text keyword presence. Therefore, the inclu-
sion criteria were adjusted to allow these terms to appear in
the full text instead, broadening the search to capture rele-
vant literature. Finally, broader terms such as “higher-order
thinking” and synonyms of CTS were incorporated to ensure

comprehensiveness.

2.2. Selection Process

The search results were filtered using logical opera-
tors combining keywords related to verbal questioning, EFL
learners and teachers, HOTS, CTS, and teaching strategies.
The refinement process included limiting the selection to
peer-reviewed journal articles with abstracts or metadata
written in English. After removing duplicates, 119 unique
articles were identified. This curated list served as a proxy
for scientific rigor since these journals follow established
peer-review standards and maintain consistent publication
schedules. The researcher cross-checked this list to ensure

no key articles were excluded.

3. Findings and Discussion

The analysis of these 119 peer-reviewed articles fo-
cused on the use of HOTS and CTS in English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) classrooms. While these findings compre-
hensively outline the existing landscape, it remains impera-
tive to evaluate how these barriers manifest in specific cul-
tural contexts, such as Oman, where educational traditions
and resource constraints uniquely shape teaching practices.
Therefore, localized strategies need exploration alongside

general recommendations.

All revealed several recurring themes:

*  Perceptions and Assessment Challenges: Despite
widespread recognition of HOTS and CTS as vital skills
for 21st-century learners, many educators find assess-
ing them challenging?!l. A common misconception is
that HOTS apply mainly to STEM subjects, with less
emphasis placed on language education 8221,

+  Implementation Barriers: HOTS and CTS development
among EFL learners remains limited. Many assessment
tools still focus predominantly on lower-order skills, re-
stricting cognitive growth opportunities. Even teachers
who understand the value of HOTS/CTS often struggle
to implement them effectively 23241,

*  Educator Training and Knowledge Gaps: A lack of ad-
equate training and confidence prevents many teach-
ers from designing and delivering lessons centred on
HOTS. Time pressures and curricular demands lead
many educators to fall back on traditional, rote learning
methods23-26],

*  Material and Curriculum Limitations: Many teachers
report insufficient integration of HOTS and CTS within
coursebooks and curricula. Instructional materials tend
to emphasize communicative skills without embedding
critical thinking strategies, limiting students’ cognitive

23.24.271  This issue also reflects broader

development!
curriculum design challenges observed in science edu-
cation reforms, where life skills and HOTS integration
remain limited ?%.

*  Student and Institutional Challenges: Factors such as di-
verse student backgrounds, large class sizes, poor com-
munication among stakeholders, and minimal use of
educational media further obstruct the effective imple-
mentation of HOTS?°7311,

e Summary of Structural Barriers: Nold (2017) cate-
gorizes major obstacles into four key areas: insuffi-
cient teacher training, lack of appropriate materials, en-

trenched traditional beliefs, and limited time.

3.1. Discussion: Applying HOTS and CTS

Despite consensus on the importance of higher-order
thinking skills, many educators face multifaceted challenges
that hinder the effective implementation of these strategies.
EFL teachers encounter a complex web of barriers when
attempting to apply HOTS and CTS in their classrooms.
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Limited awareness, lack of professional development, in-
adequate curricular support, and logistical challenges like
classroom size and time constraints all hinder effective in-
tegration. Even when teachers recognize the importance of
these skills, they often lack the resources and institutional
support necessary to implement them meaningfully.

Many educators continue to rely on outdated teaching
methods that prioritize content coverage overactive learner
engagement. This leaves students with few opportunities to

develop essential analytical, evaluative, and creative skills.

Teachers also face difficulties tailoring HOTS instruction to
accommodate students with varying abilities and language
proficiencies. These findings underscore an urgent need for
focused teacher training, curriculum reform, and stronger in-
stitutional backing to foster HOTS and CTS in EFL contexts.

To address these multifaceted implementation chal-
lenges, the literature highlights several strategic interven-
tions. Table 1 summarises common barriers to HOTS and
CTS integration and proposes targeted solutions based on
empirical evidence and best practices.

Table 1. Common Challenges and Suggested Solutions for Implementing HOTS and CTS.

Challenge

Suggested Solution

Lack of teacher training
Rote-based curriculum
Assessment misalignment
Large class sizes

Limited resources
Cultural resistance

Professional development programs
Curriculum reform integrating HOTS
Diagnostic tools, alternative assessments
Smaller groups, peer-facilitated sessions
Use of digital tools and OER

Real-life contextual HOTS examples

These summarized insights in Table 1 offer a practical
reference for educators and policymakers seeking to design
interventions that support effective questioning and critical
thinking development. By aligning classroom strategies with
these targeted solutions, stakeholders can promote sustain-
able pedagogical improvements and better learner outcomes
in EFL contexts.

3.2. Strategies for Implementing HOTS and
CTS

Numerous studies emphasize the importance of em-
bedding HOTS and CTS within English language teaching,
empowering both students and teachers. Critical thinking is
increasingly recognised as a key educational goal, especially
in regions such as Oman . Effective strategies include:

*  Active Learning: Encouraging students to actively en-
gage, interact, and think critically through activities like
role-playing, debates, mind mapping, and collabora-
tive group work 32341 In the context of Omani EFL
classrooms, these strategies can be tailored to accom-
modate linguistic and cultural considerations, ensuring
that learners participate comfortably and effectively.

*  Scaffolding: Providing support through teachers, peers,
or digital tools to help learners navigate complex tasks,

aligned with sociocultural theory and the zone of proxi-
mal development[33-36],

*  Socratic Questioning: Promoting deep inquiry instead
of rote answers to nurture reflective and analytical think-
ing. Research confirms its effectiveness in improving
reasoning skills in EFL classrooms ?7-1,

*  Collaborative Discussion: Facilitating discussion-based
learning to foster peer interaction and cognitive skill
development. Structured discussions and jigsaw tasks
enable learners to co-construct knowledge and apply

critical thinking to diverse contexts[40421,

Ultimately, successful application of these strategies
requires strong institutional commitment to teacher devel-
opment, availability of resources, and curricula that align
with higher-order thinking goals. Teachers need not only
theoretical knowledge but also practical tools to confidently
implement these approaches.

4. Interaction

Discussion is a powerful strategy that can significantly
boost learners’ higher-order thinking skills (HOTS). It in-
volves engaging a group of people in meaningful conver-
sations around a particular topic. These interactions might
take the form of debates, reasoned arguments, or open-ended
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questions, fostering critical engagement. Discussions can
happen between teachers and students or among students
themselves, encouraging cognitive activities that generate
innovative ideas and provide learners with opportunities to
express their opinions openly 431,

Research has consistently shown that discussion strate-
gies effectively enhance students’ problem-solving abilities

and creativity 401,
[41

According to Indriyana and Kuswan-
dono™, key skills such as creating, evaluating, and
analysing are crucial and should be nurtured through group
discussions to strengthen HOTS. Blings and Maxey further
emphasize that group discussions allow students to exchange
ideas, offer constructive feedback to each other, and enable
teachers to prompt deeper responses [,

Typically, discussions are grounded in cooperation and
collaboration among participants. Scholars highlight the
success of collaborative work in fostering HOTS among
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners. For exam-
ple, a study involving 37 accounting students in Indone-
sia found that combining jigsaw collaboration and problem-
based learning models significantly improved their critical
thinking skills 42,

Nevertheless, EFL learners often face challenges such
as language barriers, personal factors, and differences in aca-
demic culture. To overcome these hurdles, learners should
be encouraged to actively participate verbally, utilize vari-
ous learning resources, and maintain positive motivation[#3].
Teachers play a vital role in this process by carefully planning
discussion sessions and setting clear objectives to maximize
their effectiveness 4%,

Indriyana and Kuswandono suggest that teachers can
guide students through analysing texts and explaining con-
cepts during discussions[*!1. Students then collaborate with
their peers to work on given tasks, culminating in presen-
tations of their findings. Setianingsih et al. recommend
that learners operate within their zone of proximal devel-

1401 with teachers organizing students into diverse

opment
groups. In these heterogeneous groups, members support
each other’s idea development and thinking processes. Fi-
nally, teachers encourage each student to summarize and
share their insights with the entire class.

These collaborative and well-structured discussion
strategies have proven effective in enhancing EFL learners’

higher-order and critical thinking skills, ultimately improv-

ing their learning outcomes and knowledge acquisition.

4.1. Obstructions Faced by EFL Teachers in Im-
plementing Higher-Order Thinking Skills
(HOTS)

1.  Limited Knowledge and Awareness: Many teach-
ers lack sufficient understanding or awareness of the
importance of HOTS, which hinders their ability to
effectively incorporate these skills into their teach-
ing[25.26.29],

2. Inappropriate Teaching Methods: Some educators con-
tinue to use ineffective teaching techniques, especially
regarding questioning strategies, which do not promote
higher-order thinking**].,

3. Attachment to Traditional Methods: Teachers’ pre-
conceptions and comfort with conventional, teacher-
centred approaches often prevent them from adopting
innovative HOTS-focused strategies 2]

4.  Students’ Inability to Meet HOTS Requirements:
Many students struggle to handle questions that re-
quire critical thinking and higher-order skills, posing
challenges for both teachers and learners 2%,

5. Large Class Sizes: High numbers of students in class-
rooms make it difficult for teachers to implement
HOTS effectively, as individual attention and inter-
action are limited 2331,

6.  Student Diversity: The heterogeneity of students’ back-
grounds, skills, and learning paces presents additional
challenges in delivering HOTS instruction that meets
everyone’s needs 22,

7. Misconceptions About HOTS: Some students hold in-
correct beliefs about the nature and purpose of higher-
order thinking, which can negatively affect their en-
gagement and performance 2.

4.2. Possible Solutions Related to Teachers and

Their Perspectives in Implementing HOTS

1. Professional Development: Teachers need access to
ongoing professional development programs and work-
shops that build their awareness and deepen their
knowledge about higher-order thinking skills?4].

2. Student-Centred Strategies: Employing diverse HOTS

teaching methods that focus on student-centred
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4.3.

learning—such as active learning, Socratic questioning,
scaffolding, and discussion techniques—can greatly
enhance classroom engagement and critical think-
ing[36:4146.47)
Flexibility and Adaptability: Teachers should cultivate
flexibility by embracing current developments and ex-
panding their expertise across various fields to better
meet students’ learning needs[%°].

Enhancing Language Skills: Students need opportuni-
ties to apply thinking skills in meaningful contexts, sup-
ported by scaffolding strategies and real-life problem-
solving. Improving second language competencies—
listening, speaking, writing, and reading—is essential
for effective HOTS application 2°-36:48],

Manageable Class Sizes: Ensuring a reasonable num-
ber of students per classroom is vital to improve teach-
ing effectiveness and allow for more individualized
attention3%1,

Classroom Discussion: Facilitating discussions helps
address learner diversity and supports the development
of various HOTS approaches by encouraging interac-
tion and collaborative learning 401,

Motivation Through Activities: Encouraging motiva-
tion in EFL learners can be achieved through engaging
group or pair activities, brainstorming sessions, and
creative tools like cartoons, which make learning more

enjoyable and interactive 464%1,

Common Obstacles Related to Teaching
and Learning Materials in HOTS Imple-
mentation

Limited HOTS Content in Coursebooks: Many course-
books lack sufficient tasks, instructions, and strategies
that promote higher-order thinking skills[23.

Lack of Authentic Evaluation: There is often no
thorough or authentic evaluation process for English
coursebooks, which limits their effectiveness Y.
Misalignment Between Coursebooks and Assessments:
The teaching materials frequently do not align well
with students’ tests, causing inconsistencies in learning
and evaluation 7).

Overly Heavy Coursebooks: Coursebooks can be
too dense and difficult for students to navigate effec-

tively (23],

4.4.

979

Poor Communication: There is often insufficient com-
munication and coordination between teachers, parents,
and schools, which affects material use and student sup-
port (23,

Underutilized Educational Media: Educational me-
dia resources play a limited role in supporting HOTS
within classrooms 23],

Shortage of Learning Materials: Schools and teach-
ers frequently face shortages of adequate teaching and
learning materials >3],

Overloaded Teaching Schedules: Teachers are often
burdened with excessive lessons and extracurricular
activities, which leave less time to focus on HOTS

instruction[#!,

Effective Solutions for Enhancing Teach-

ing and Learning Materials in HOTS Edu-
cation

Integrate HOTS Activities in Textbooks: Embedding
various HOTS tasks and strategies directly into stu-
dents’ textbooks can enhance thinking skill develop-
ment %),

In-House Coursebook Evaluation: Rather than relying
solely on broad ministry-level reviews, schools should
involve teachers, curriculum developers, textbook au-
thors, supervisors, parents, and students in evaluating
English coursebooks to ensure relevance and effective-
ness!24.

Teacher Training on Coursebook Evaluation: Provid-
ing teachers with workshops and training on how to
critically assess and utilize coursebooks, especially re-
garding HOTS content, empowers them to maximize
instructional impact (23291,

Creative Curriculum Design: Curricula should be
thoughtfully and creatively designed to better integrate
HOTS and meet learners’ needs?7].

Curriculum Revision: Regular review and updating of
national school curricula are essential to ensure align-
ment with HOTS goals 3%,

Strengthen School-Parent-Teacher Collaboration: Con-
ducting meetings and seminars involving parents,
teachers, and school administrators fosters better com-
munication and support for HOTS initiatives 23],
Enhance Role of Educational Media: Educational me-



Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 09 | September 2025

dia should be actively used to provide sufficient knowl-
edge and resources related to HOTS[?3,

8.  Provide Diverse Learning Materials and Teacher Train-
ing: Schools should supply varied materials that sup-
port HOTS implementation and train teachers on effec-
tively using these resources in the classroom 24231,

9. Reduce Teaching and Extracurricular Load: Decreas-
ing the number of lessons and extracurricular duties
assigned to teachers can free up time and energy for

focused HOTS instruction [,

5. Importance of Study

This study is valuable because it sheds light on the
challenges that discourage both EFL teachers and learners
from effectively using higher-order thinking skills (HOTS)
in the classroom. It not only identifies these barriers but also
proposes practical strategies to overcome them. The insights
gained are expected to contribute to the advancement of En-
glish language teaching by offering guidance to curriculum
designers and test developers focused on HOTS and critical
thinking skills (CTS). By integrating a variety of HOTS and
CTS strategies across different language skills, this research
aims to support EFL learners in mastering English more ef-
fectively and preparing them to meet future academic and
professional challenges with confidence.

Moreover, this study benefits educators by increasing
their awareness of when and how to equip students with the
essential thinking skills and strategies necessary for success.
It encourages teachers to incorporate HOTS and CTS not
only in language classes but also across other subjects and
educational levels. The findings provide valuable support for
curriculum planners, test designers, and stakeholders in the
Middle East, helping them recognize the obstacles to HOTS
integration and appreciate the effectiveness of these meth-
ods. Ultimately, this research serves as a strong motivator
to embed higher-order and critical thinking activities within
curricula and offers practical guidelines to empower teachers

in fostering these skills.

6. Challenges

One prominent challenge within EFL education is the
insufficient professional development available to instructors
for effectively fostering higher-order and critical thinking

skills.

Follow up with your own commentary on how this
applies in your specific educational setting (e.g., Oman),
showing your unique contribution. Professional develop-
ment programs are needed to provide teachers with the ap-
propriate methodologies for better teaching of these skills.
The traditional curriculum often places more emphasis on
rote memorization rather than the encouragement of criti-
cal thinking and problem-solving. Therefore, revision of
the curriculum to encapsulate HOTS and CTS objectives
will have a constructive impact on the learning attained by
students. Furthermore, standardized testing rewards LOTS,
discouraging teachers from adopting HOTS in their classes.
To overcome this issue, alternative modes of assessment
need to be devised that will sanction and encourage higher-
order thinking. Students trained under traditional learning
may also object to activities that require critical thinking.
Thus, HOTS activities should be introduced gradually to the
students by relating them to real life situations to increase
their acceptability. Time is also another constraint, where the
time given for the teacher may be insufficient to fit in with
HOTS during lessons; hence, knowing the shortcuts that will
make it easier to use HOTS in lesson preparation without
burdening the teacher is essential. Finally, a lack of access to
materials and resources might limit the application of HOTS
strategies in the classroom. Instead, using online resources
and collaborative tools opens more learning opportunities

and diverse ways of developing skills.

7. Summary

This systematic review examined the role of verbal
questioning in promoting higher-order and critical thinking
skills (HOTS and CTS) in EFL contexts. The study high-
lighted major barriers such as teacher training gaps, outdated
curricula, and assessment misalignment. Through synthe-
sizing 119 peer-reviewed articles, four structural challenges
were identified—lack of training, poor materials, systemic
rigidity, and time constraints. Best practices included scaf-
folding, Socratic questioning, collaborative learning, and
active engagement strategies. The findings emphasize the im-
portance of localized, evidence-based strategies to strengthen
HOTS and CTS implementation, particularly in culturally

nuanced contexts like Oman. This section lays the ground-
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work for proposing actionable recommendations and future

research.

8. Conclusions, Recommendations
and Practical Implications

The primary aim of this paper was to review higher-
order thinking skills (HOTS), critical thinking skills (CTS),
and related concepts, focusing on the challenges of imple-
menting HOTS in English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
classrooms. It also offers practical suggestions and strategies
to help EFL teachers overcome these obstacles and support
students in strengthening their HOTS and CTS.

Developing HOTS and CTS in EFL learners should be-
gin early, given their vital role in effective teaching and learn-
ing. Introducing HOTS at the foundational levels of English
instruction can greatly enhance students’ critical thinking
abilities as they progress into university studies. However,
before integrating HOTS, it is essential to ensure that learn-
ers have a solid grasp of basic language skills. To determine
this readiness, a practical diagnostic framework is recom-
mended, including placement tests, learner self-assessment
sheets, structured classroom observation, brief interviews,
and situational role-plays. These tools allow teachers to
evaluate foundational skills and tailor HOTS interventions
accordingly. Such strategies can be embedded within lesson
planning tools or academic advising systems in EFL insti-
tutions. Without this foundation, language deficiencies can
hinder both teachers’ ability to apply HOTS strategies and
students’ capacity to engage with higher-order thinking tasks
effectively.

Equipping teachers with authentic, practical training
on how to implement HOTS and CTS in their classrooms
is equally important. Moreover, a collaborative approach
involving teachers, curriculum developers, textbook authors,
supervisors, parents, and even students in textbook evalua-
tion is crucial. Designing EFL curricula that embed diverse
HOTS and CTS activities, along with providing clear guid-
ance for teachers, will foster a more effective and engaging
learning environment. Recommended Diagnostic Frame-
work for Readiness Prior to Implementing HOTS and CTS
to close the gap between research outcomes and classroom
implementation ability, a diagnostic framework is suggested

to assess students’ readiness prior to implementing Higher-

Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) and Critical Thinking Skills
(CTS). The framework includes the following:

Placement Test: To ascertain students’ foundational
knowledge in the subject matter. Multiple-choice or
short-answer questions that cover basic concepts.

2. Self-Assessment Checklist: To encourage student re-
flection on their metacognition and confidence. Brief
Likert-scale statements (e.g., “I can explain key vocab-
ulary,” “I feel confident analysis a short text™).

3. Teacher Observation: To collect qualitative data on
classroom behavior and engagement. Tools: Rubrics,
anecdotal records, or observation checklists. Focus
Areas: Participation, questioning, response accuracy,
and use of reasoning.

4.  Interviews or Informal Conferences: To collect individ-
ual insights and assess student motivation and metacog-
nition. Questions might include “What do you do when
you don't know an answer?” “How do you solve a prob-
lem?”

5. Role-Play or Situational Tasks: To see how students im-
plement knowledge in new, real situations. Examples:
Debates, simulations, or problem-solving exercises.

6. Data Analysis and Grouping Students may be cate-
gorized on the basis of readiness levels based on the
above instruments: ready for HOTS & CTS, partially
ready (require support) and not ready (need foundation

reinforcement).

Future research should develop and empirically test di-
agnostic tools to assess student readiness for HOTS and CTS
instruction. Longitudinal studies examining the impact of
gradual HOTS integration in EFL classrooms across different
educational levels in Oman would also be valuable. Further-
more, comparative studies between digital and in-person
questioning strategies could shed light on technological in-

terventions that enhance critical thinking development.
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