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Abstract  

 The present study aimed to investigate the perceptions of Afghan EFL students towards 

critical thinking (CT) and problem-solving (PS) skills. The study investigated whether there was 

any significant difference in the participants’ response across gender and their class level. The 

researchers used SPSS version 26.0 to analyze the data. The study employed descriptive and 

inferential statistics mainly (frequency, percentage, independent sample t-test, ANOVA, and a 

correlation test). The findings revealed that Afghan EFL learners were highly equipped with CT 

and PS skills, and they held positive perceptions regarding these two competencies of the 21st-

century skills. In addition, no significant differences were found in the perceptions of the student 

towards the use of CT and PS skills by gender. Moreover, the participants’ classes had a significant 

impact on their responses. A significant relationship between CT and PS skills was found. 
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Introduction 

 Critical thinking (CT) is the ability to analyze and recognize relevant information and then 

interpret it to solve a problem (Özyurt, 2015). It necessitates higher order thinking and entails the 

steps of analysis, assessment, rationality, and reflection. As future human capital, university 

students must develop CT and PS skills, as this is what businesses and markets look for when 

hiring new employees (Thompson, et al., 2003). Students with critical thinking abilities are more 

productive, prepared, and employable in the workplace. According to Choi, et al., (2014) students 

who possess these abilities will be more successful in their chosen careers and their personal lives. 

Students in traditional classrooms frequently learn content but rarely have the opportunity to apply 

it until they enter the workforce (Hashemi and  Kew, 2020). In order to think critically, one must 

be able to examine various points of view before making a decision (Hashemi, 2021b). The 

Problem Based Learning (PBL) technique has been claimed to be as an effective teaching strategies 

for the learning of CT and PS abilities (Beser and Aygul, 2020). 

 

 Critical thinking and problem solving are two of the most important skills to possess in 

today's environment. One of the aims of contemporary education in this sense is to develop 

individuals who understand what they learn and why they learn rather than being told directly and 

constructing their knowledge (Orfan, et al., 2021). One of the aims is to cultivate individuals who 

can solve issues, gain new information by applying what they've learned, know and practice 

different forms of thinking, such as critical thinking, creative thinking, and so on. One of the 

furthermost significant functions of today's educational system, is to offer individuals with CT and 

PS skills. In addition to that, Problem-solving is the key skill in terms of teaching and learning at 

the higher education level for instructional materials (Rahim, et al., 2021). Problem-solving is 

described as formulating a new response to come up with a solution, in which each step is the 

forerunner of the next step and the outcome of the previous step (Irwanto, et al., 2018). 

 

 Students are exposed to a wide number of difficulties at work and must choose the best 

course of action to address them. In the face of multiple inputs, they make judgments and put them 

into action. As a result, critical thinking is necessary for students to solve both basic and difficult 

problems. Hence, the present study aimed to investigate the perceptions of Afghan EFL students 

towards the use of CT and PS skills. Therefore, the following research questions were formulated 

to assess the objectives of the study.  

 

Research Questions 

1. What are the perceptions of Afghan EFL students towards the use of critical thinking and 

problem-solving skills? 

2. Is there statistically significant difference in the perceptions of Afghan EFL students 

towards the use of critical thinking and problem-solving skills across gender and class? 

3. Is there any relationship between critical thinking and problem-solving skills of students? 
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Literature Review  

 In the educational context, there have been numerous studies on critical thinking and 

problem-solving skills (Beser and Aygul, 2020; Choi et al., 2014; Demiral, 2019; Ebiendele 

Ebosele Peter, 2012; Garcia, Buddy, and Hooper, 2011; Huang, 2018; Irwanto et al., 2018; 

Kivunja, 2015; Matthee and Turpin, 2019; McCormick, et al., 2015; Özyurt, 2015; Rodzalan and 

Saat, 2015; Saavedra and Saavedra, 2011; Thompson et al., 2003; Tümkaya, et al., 2009; Voogt, 

et al., 2010; Yenice, 2011). Students exposed to a curriculum that included courses to improve 

critical thinking abilities and had higher critical thinking scores than those who were not exposed 

to such courses, according to Beckie, et al., (2001). Although McGrath (2003) observed that 

critical thinking scores increased gradually in the first, second, and fourth years, the difference 

between the years was negligible. On the other hand, (Irwanto et al., 2018), studied the critical 

thinking and problem solving skills. Their findings revealed that there was a substantial difference 

in critical thinking skills and problem-solving skills between experimental and control groups 

which were considered to be in favor of experimental group students.  

 

 Moreover, Shidiq and Yamtinah, (2019) studied teachers’ attitudes towards the use of 21st-

century skills. Their findings indicated that while pre-service Chemistry teachers had a moderately 

positive attitude toward 21st-century skills, they lacked communication and collaboration skills in 

their working methods. Each attitude and the characteristic indication were explored. To obtain 

more competent education, it is proposed that future studies promote 21st-century abilities to pre-

service Chemistry instructors utilizing appropriate methodologies and approaches. Garcia, et al., 

(2011) carried out a study on factors of a web-based that influence teachers’ CT and PS skills. The 

usage of a discussion board and a reading method were shown to be important in the progress of 

CT and PS abilities respectively. Demiral, (2019) indicated that there were no statistically 

significant differences in overall problem solving across age groups.  

 

 Similarly, Tümkaya, et al., (2009) studied university students’ CT and PS skills. The 

findings of their study showed a positive attitude toward CT is related to better PS abilities. Gender 

was not found to be a significant factor in their perceptions of using CT and PS skills. Social 

science students had greater levels of these factors than science students. Both problems solving 

and critical thinking dispositions were shown to be substantially associated with grade level. Their 

findings suggested that college courses must include instructional activities that encourage CT and 

PS skills while also addressing the emotional aspect of these topics. 

 

 Additionally, a study conducted by Rodzalan and Saat, (2015) on the perceptions of 

undergraduate students' CT and PS skills. The findings of their study indicated that students 

believed they had strong CT and PS abilities. Male students were also thought to have superior CT 

and PS abilities. In comparison to scientific and engineering students, social science students tend 

to do better in this competence. According to another study conducted by Choi et al., (2014) on 
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the effects of problem-based learning (PBL) on students' CT and PS skills. Their findings indicated 

that learning outcomes were substantially linked, although there were no statistically significant 

differences between groups. In problem-solving and self-directed learning, students in the PBL 

group improved across the board, but students in the conventional lecture group dropped. Problem-

solving and self-directed learning were both linked to critical thinking, while problem-solving was 

linked to self-directed learning.  

 

Methods 

Participants 

 The present study employed a quantitative design where a questionnaire was adapted from 

the study of Rodzalan and Saat, (2015) investigating the perceptions of students on the use of CT 

and PS skills. The researchers targeted a sample size of 127 students from the English department 

of Takhar University, which is located in the northeastern part of Afghanistan. The participants 

were selected randomly, and their ages were ranged between 18- 30 years old. A technique of 

random sampling was use to give a chance to every students to take part in the study equally 

(Hashemi, 2021a). 

 

Data Collection Instruments 

 The data collection instruments were based on an online questionnaire, constructed through 

Google forms. The designed questionnaire consisted of two parts which was based on five points 

Likert scale ranging from 1 strongly disagree to 5 strongly agree. The first part of the survey was 

aimed to elicit the demographic profile of the participants containing three items mainly on gender, 

age, and class. While the second part of the questionnaire containing 11 items explored the 

perceptions of Afghan EFL students towards the use of CT and PSs.  

 

Data Collection Procedure and Analysis 

 The researcher administered the survey through Google forms and shared the link to the 

social media messengers (Facebook, WhatsApp, and Telegram). The respondents were given 10 

days to participate and submit it back. The privacy and confidentiality issues were mentioned in 

the consent form attached to the questionnaire. The analysis of the data was accomplished through 

SPSS software 26. A descriptive and inferential statistical analysis was used to analyze the data. 

Mean, standard deviation, and frequency were computed through the descriptive statistics while 

an independent sample t-test along with an ANOVA test was employed in the inferential statistics 

to analyze the differences in the perceptions of students across gender and class. Furthermore, a 

correlation test was also used to figure out whether there is a relationship between CT and PS 

skills.  
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Findings 

Table 1. Demographic Profile of the Respondents  

Gender  

    Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Male 105 82.7 82.7 82.7 

  Female 22 17.3 17.3 100 

  Total 127 100 100   

Age  

    Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 18-25 74 58.3 58.3 58.3 

  25-30 33 26 26 84.3 

  above 30 20 15.7 15.7 100 

  Total 127 100 100   

Class  

Classes   Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Freshmen 29 22.8 22.8 22.8 

  Sophomore 49 38.6 38.6 61.4 

  Junior 38 29.9 29.9 91.3 

  Senior 11 8.7 8.7 100 

  Total 127 100 100   

 

 According to Table 1, there were 105 male respondents which are 82.7% and 22 female 

respondents with a percentage of 17.3% participated in the study. There were 84 respondents aged 

18-25, 33 respondents aged 25-30, and 20 respondents were aged above 30. Concerning their 

classes, 29 respondents participated from the freshmen class, 49 respondents from the sophomore 

class, 38 respondents from the junior class, and 11 respondents participated from the senior class. 

  

Table 2. Illustrates the Computed Percentage of CT and PS Skills 

No  Items  SD D N A SA % 

1 

In seeking satisfaction through 

my work, I tend to have a 

creative approach to solve 

problems solving. 

11.8% 4.7% 17.3% 35.4% 30.7% 

66.1% 

2 

In carrying out my day-to-day 

work, I tend to see a pattern in 

solving problems where others 

would see items as unconnected. 

7.1% 3.1% 25.2% 29.1% 35.4% 

64.6% 
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3 

When suddenly asked to 

consider a new project, I can 

take an independent and 

innovative look at most 

situations. 

7.9% 0.8% 26.8% 34.6% 29.9% 

64.6% 

4 

I can see how ideas and 

techniques can be used in 

perceiving new relationships. 

8.7% 0.8% 26.8% 33.1% 30.7% 

63.8% 

5 

I analyze other people’s ideas 

objectively, by evaluating both 

advantages and disadvantages. 

8.7% 0.8% 26.8% 34.6% 29.1% 

63.8% 

6 

In seeking satisfaction through 

my work, I like to make critical 

discrimination between 

alternatives. 

8.7% 5.5% 26.0% 30.7% 29.1% 

59.8% 

7 

7 When trying to solve a 

complex problem, I like to weigh 

up and evaluate a range of 

suggestions thoroughly before 

choosing. 

8.7% 7.1% 26.8% 29.1% 28.3% 

57.5% 

8 

In carrying out my day-to-day 

work, I can usually find the 

argument to deny unsound 

propositions (ie. propositions 

that contain invalid facts). 

8.7% 7.1% 26.8% 28.3% 29.1% 

57.5% 

9 

If I am suddenly given a difficult 

task with limited time and 

unfamiliar people, my feelings 

seldom interfere with my 

judgment. 

8.7% 7.1% 23.6% 31.5% 29.1% 

60.6% 

10 

When suddenly asked to 

consider a new project, I 

approach the problem in a 

carefully analytical way. 

8.7% 8.7% 26.8% 31.5% 24.4% 

55.9% 

11 

I take a considerable amount of 

time to make a judgment but 

most often, the judgment made is 

accurate. 

8.7% 11.0% 25.2% 26.0% 29.1% 

55.1% 
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 According to Table 2, most of the respondents agreed and strongly agreed on each item 

regarding CT and PS skills. To consider each item's percentage, almost all the item's percentages 

are higher than 55%. Based on the Table, the highest percentage 66.1% goes to the first item which 

is creating new approaches in seeking satisfaction will make to solve problems. While the lowest 

percentage 55.1% deals with the last item which is taking a considerable amount of time for 

making a judgment for problem-solving is beneficial. Consequently, if we consider the overall 

percentage, it can be found that all the respondents perceived positively in terms of using CT and 

PS skills.  

 

Table 3. Independent Sample T-test According to Gender 

  

CT&PS 

  

Gender N Mean Std. Deviation t-value Sig. 

Male 105 3.5429 1.06318 -1.762 0.371 

  Female 22 4.0000 1.30018 -1.544 

 

 Table 3 shows the perceptions of students in using CT and PS skills according to gender. 

As shown in Table 3, the P-value for the CT and PS skills is greater than the alpha value 

(P=0.371>0.05). Hence, there is no difference in the perceptions of CT and PS skills by gender.  

 

Table 4. ANOVA test for the Differences According to their Class 

ANOVA 

CT&PS   

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 2.308 3 .769 .612 .03 

Within Groups 154.551 123 1.257   

Total 156.858 126    

 

 Table 4 shows the significant difference in the perceptions of the students in CT and PS 

skills according to their class. As it is shown in Table 4, the p-value for the CT and PS skills among 

the classes are statistically significant (0.03<0.05). Therefore, it can be concluded that there is a 

statistically significant difference in the perceptions of the students according to their class.  

 

Table 5. Correlation Test between CT and PS Skills 

 

Correlations 

 Critical Thinking 

Skills 

Problem Solving 

Skills 

Critical Thinking 

Skills  

Spearmen  

Correlation 

1 .696** 
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Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 

N 127 127 

Problem Solving 

Skills  

Spearmen  

Correlation 

.696** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  

N 127 127 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

 Table 5 shows the correlation between CT and PS skills among university students. As can 

be seen, there is a significant positive correlation between CT and PS skills.  

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 The present study aimed to explore the perceptions of Afghan EFL students towards the 

use of CT and PS skills. The study also sought to investigate whether there was a statistically 

significant difference in the CT and PS skills across gender and class. In addition, the study 

explored the relationship between CT and PS skills. The findings of the study concerning the first 

research question showed that students agreed with the statement of considering both advantages 

and drawbacks while analyzing other people's views, implying that they have strong CT and PS 

skills. Most likely, one has been taught to weigh the benefits and drawbacks before deciding on 

how to solve an issue. They also take a creative and inventive approach to problem-solving. 

Furthermore, they believed that given enough time to reflect, individuals are capable of forming 

accurate judgments by identifying significant distinctions between alternatives. It demonstrates 

that students comprehend and reflect on what they have learned in class since these processes lead 

to higher-order thinking in issue solving. In other words, when people are uncomfortable talking 

to strangers and are under time constraints, their ability to make correct judgments may suffer, 

leading to job stress. These findings are in line with the findings of a study conducted by (Rodzalan 

and Saat, 2015).  

 

 As for the second research question, the findings showed that there was no statistically 

significant difference in the perceptions of the student's CT and PS skills between male and female. 

In other words, no differences were detected between males and females in terms of their 

perceptions towards the use of CT and PS skills. The findings in this respect support the findings 

of studies conducted by (Özyurt, 2015; Tican and Deniz, 2019; Tümkaya et al., 2009; Yenice, 

2011) where they found no significant difference in the CT and PS skills of students across gender.  

To consider the 3rd research question on the difference in the perceptions of Afghan students’ CT 

and PS skills according to their classes. The finding in this respect showed that there was a 

statistically significant difference in the perception of Afghan students’ CT and PS skills according 

to their classes. The junior and senior students were reported to be more critical thinkers and 

problem solvers than the freshmen and sophomore classes. For instance, the students who have 
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more knowledge and experiences were found more critical thinkers and problem solvers. In other 

words, those who have a higher level of knowledge tend to have more skills in CT and PS skills. 

The finding in this regard is consistent with the findings of the study carried out by (Fitarahmawati 

and Suhartini, 2021). Finally, concerning the 4th research question on the relationship between CT 

and PS skills. The finding of the study showed a strong positive correlation between CT and PS 

skills. These findings are similar to the findings of a study carried out by (Rodzalan and Saat, 2015; 

Thompson et al., 2003; Tümkaya et al., 2009) whose findings showed a relationship between these 

two variables.  

 

 In conclusion, university students in higher education institutions of Afghanistan, would 

benefit from the findings of this study. Firstly, the results of this survey show how students felt 

about CT and PS skills that might be used in the classroom. Second, higher education professionals 

might enhance methods for encouraging the development of these skills, such as holding 

brainstorming sessions. At the same time, higher education institutions can determine if there are 

any gaps in the integration of these skills into the undergraduate curriculum. Finally, the findings 

also contribute significantly to the growing body of the literature in the Afghan context on CT and 

PS skills.  
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