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Thanks to the recent attention to thinking skills in the context of English as a
Second/Foreign language, many studies have been. However, there is a dearth of
studies on English teachers at secondary schools and their metacognition, epistemic
beliefs, along with their approach to developing and teaching thinking skills. Thus,
this research aimed at studying teaching thinking skills among teachers of English as
a First language at an international secondary school in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.
The objectives of the study, a descriptive case study, are to explore English language
teachers’ approach to teaching thinking skills and their metacognitive knowledge of
teaching thinking skills as well as their epistemic beliefs about knowledge and
learning of thinking skills. The data was collected through interviews with the
selected teachers, class observation, video-recording teaching sessions, and video-
stimulated recall interviews. The findings show that the participating teachers
exposed learners to cognitively loaded activities, yet their epistemic views and
declarative metacognitive knowledge were different in addition to the nature of
cognitive engagements of learners. While some thinking skills were stimulated
through collaboration and group work suitable for language learning contexts, the
others were individually engaged in class activities that required thinking with little
or no group work and oral communication. It was found that sophisticated epistemic
beliefs and declarative knowledge of the person ( learner) coexisted in teachers who
encouraged group work and communication, and more straightforward and naive
epistemic beliefs and declarative knowledge of affective and memory strategies were
identified in the teacher who highlighted individual engagement in the given tasks.
The teachers with sophisticated epistemic beliefs were metacognitively aware of the
learners and their needs and lack in learning; they were able to predict learning
challenges and provide suitable teaching decisions that resulted in communication.
This is where the students’ involvement in thinking skills was achieved by asking



various WH questions, providing a psychologically safe learning environment,
promoting metacognitive strategies, and collaborative lesson tasks. However, naive
epistemic beliefs, insistence on precision, little wait-time, long teacher-talk time, and
the teacher’s attention to their teaching procedural knowledge were found together.
Hence, despite the cognitive orientation of the introduced activities, the students
were would not need to communicate with peers as an ingredient of task fulfillment.
The current results indicate that holding sophisticated epistemic beliefs is crucial in
developing thinking skills in the L2 context. One implication is that sophisticated
beliefs in ESL / EFL teachers can be developed by creating declarative knowledge
about the learner through keeping a journal of goals coordinated with the ongoing
needs and difficulties learners, curriculum goals, and the success of learners in
achieving those goals. Moreover, the results indicated that the novice teacher mainly
used the procedural knowledge of teaching which according to the literature
(Mackenzie, 2018) is acquired in the teacher education course that she was
undergoing with little understanding of the underlying theories. Hence, the current
teacher training syllabuses can be developed by providing chances for trainees to
reflect on the learning theories and declarative knowledge of teaching strategies.
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KEPERCAYAAN EPISTEMIK DAN PENGETAHUAN METAKOGNITIF
GURU BAHASA INGGERIS MENGENAI PENGAJARAN KEMAHIRAN
BERFIKIR DALAM PEMBELAJARAN BAHASA INGGERIS DI SEKOLAH
MENENGAH ANTARABANGSA
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Data dikumpulkan melalui wawancara dengan guru terpilih, pemerhatian kelas, sesi
pengajaran rakaman video, dan wawancara penarikan semula video. Hasil kajian
menunjukkan bahawa guru yang mengambil bahagian mendedahkan pelajar kepada
aktiviti yang dimuat secara kognitif, namun pandangan epistemik dan pengetahuan
metakognitif deklaratif mereka berbeza selain sifat penglibatan kognitif pelajar.
Walaupun beberapa kemahiran berfikir dirangsang melalui kolaborasi dan kerja
kumpulan yang sesuai untuk konteks pembelajaran bahasa, yang lain secara individu
terlibat dalam aktiviti kelas yang memerlukan pemikiran dengan sedikit atau tanpa
kerja kumpulan dan komunikasi lisan. Didapati bahawa kepercayaan epistemik yang
canggih dan pengetahuan deklaratif seseorang (pelajar) wujud bersama dengan guru
yang mendorong kerja dan komunikasi kumpulan, dan kepercayaan epistemik yang
lebih lurus dan naif dan pengetahuan deklaratif mengenai strategi afektif dan ingatan
dikenal pasti pada guru yang menonjolkan penglibatan individu dalam tugas yang
diberikan. Guru-guru dengan kepercayaan epistemik yang canggih menyedari secara
sedar tentang pelajar dan keperluan mereka serta kekurangan dalam pembelajaran;
mereka dapat meramalkan cabaran pembelajaran dan memberikan keputusan
pengajaran yang sesuai yang menghasilkan komunikasi. Di sinilah penglibatan
pelajar dalam kemahiran berfikir dicapai dengan mengajukan pelbagai soalan WH,
menyediakan persekitaran pembelajaran yang selamat secara psikologi,
mempromosikan strategi metakognitif, dan tugas pelajaran kolaboratif. Namun,
kepercayaan epistemik yang naif, desakan pada ketepatan, sedikit masa menunggu,
waktu bercakap guru yang panjang, dan perhatian guru terhadap pengetahuan
prosedur pengajaran mereka dijumpai bersama. Oleh itu, di sebalik orientasi kognitif
aktiviti yang diperkenalkan, para pelajar tidak perlu berkomunikasi dengan rakan
sebaya sebagai ramuan pelaksanaan tugas. Hasil semasa menunjukkan bahawa
memegang kepercayaan epistemik yang canggih sangat penting dalam



mengembangkan kemahiran berfikir dalam konteks L2. Salah satu implikasinya
adalah bahawa kepercayaan yang canggih dalam guru ESL / EFL dapat
dikembangkan dengan mewujudkan pengetahuan deklaratif tentang pelajar melalui
penyusunan jurnal tujuan yang diselaraskan dengan keperluan dan kesukaran yang
berterusan bagi pelajar, tujuan kurikulum, dan kejayaan pelajar dalam mencapai
tujuan tersebut. Lebih-lebih lagi, hasilnya menunjukkan bahawa guru pemula
menggunakan pengetahuan prosedural pengajaran yang menurut literatur
(Mackenzie, 2018) diperoleh dalam kursus pendidikan guru yang dia lalui dengan
sedikit pemahaman tentang teori-teori yang mendasari. Oleh itu, silibus latihan guru
semasa dapat dikembangkan dengan memberi peluang kepada pelatih untuk
merenungkan teori pembelajaran dan pengetahuan deklaratif mengenai strategi
pengajaran.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of the Study

Developing thinking skills has emerged as a fundamental pursuit in school curricula
in general (Margana & Widyantoro, 2017; Sulaiman et al., 2015) and in teaching
English as a second or foreign language in particular (Li, 2016a; Nejmaoui, 2018;
Sehic, 2017). The research attention to thinking skills as a route to improve language
acquisition and sustain its developments in learners began in the 1980s with the
marked shift from structural linguistics and behavioral psychology to cognitive
skills. Cognitive abilities were given an unprecedented priority under the assumption
that raising learners’ linguistic knowledge would not be the priority in teaching a
language and learners’ awareness and ability to engage in thinking were prioritized.
This view was later endorsed by scholars who prioritized thinking skills in language
learning. For instance, it was proposed that making sense of the text or class
discourse that language learners are exposed to depends on cognitive processes
inherent in daily use of language during social interactions such as negotiating the
meaning (Pennycook, 1997).

The application of thinking skills in language teaching and learning has therefor
appeared a rather recent yet dynamic area of investigation, which mainly
encompasses three subcategories of research: students’ undeveloped thinking skills,
the benefits of thinking skills in teaching and learning a foreign language (Alsowat,
2016; Stefanova et al., 2017), and teachers’ roles in and insights into teaching
thinking skills (Aziz et al., 2017; Li, 2016a).

Highlighting the need for teaching higher-order thinking skills, the previous research
(Hayikaleng et al., 2016) indicates that language learners find it challenging to
answer reading comprehension questions that require higher-order thinking skills:
the questions that lead students to use lower-order thinking skills such as
memorization are more commonly and easily answered in contrast to the questions
that entail evaluation and synthesis. Similarly, this incompetence in students is also
found in other studies where the participating students would present constrained
ability to use synthesis, analysis, and evaluation as the main taxonomies of thinking
skills. Allen and Wern (2017) conducted a study to investigate if a preparatory
course taken for a university entrance test (MUET) in Malaysia involves learners in
thinking skills. The findings determined that despite the course teacher’s effort and
the syllabus objectives to encourage the students to generate ideas, little synthesis
was observed in the participants” work. Such little growth in learners’ ability to use
thinking skills in language learning contexts has alluded to the content of teaching
courses and programs. In one study (Alidmat & Ayassrah, 2017), conducted to find
and describe the writing tasks in an ESP program which stimulate thinking skills, the
writing tasks were reported to feature more mechanical aspects of task fulfillment.



Hence, implying the learners’ unmet need for thinking skills that facilitate the
process of writing tasks, the findings revealed the writing tasks had little
correspondence with thinking skills featuring more mechanical writing than
thinking. The previous research also, indicates that thinking skills are learned and
developed with implicit or explicit instructions to learners positively influencing
language learning.

For instance, teaching thinking skills improves the reading comprehension of
intermediate EFL learners (Akbari et al., 2018; Karimi & Veisi, 2016). In Karimi
and Veisi’s study, the researchers involved the control group participants in different
thinking stimulant activities, such as researching and discussing the topic, debating,
and presenting findings. The results indicated a positive and significant relationship
between thinking skills and reading comprehension strategy. The benefits of
enhanced thinking skills are also indicated in other L2 studies. Regarding the
effectiveness of the strategies used to enhance thinking skills, research has shown
that a great bulk of such strategies used in previous research has resulted in better
and efficient thinking skills and language learning developments among English
language learners (El Soufi & See, 2019). For example, the explicit teaching of
critical thinking skills including the exposure of learners to critical thinking skills
and their connection to the learners’ own lives and habits led to effective reading
comprehension and the production of correct argumentative texts (Akbari et al.,
2018). Moreover, previous research (Altay & Saracaloglu, 2017) indicates that
developed thinking skills observed in highly achieved learners correspond with
behaviors that represent thinking skills: learners with the highest grade average point
encourage themselves to solve their problems in learning and are prone to ask more
questions. In other words, by developing and teaching thinking skills one can expect
improved learning behaviors and strategies.

However, the need for teaching thinking skills is only partially met when learners are
exposed to effective methods and materials that hone thinking skills: teachers are
likely to hinder thinking skills. The third subcategory of previous research across
various subjects including foreign languages indicates that teachers’ perception,
competence, and beliefs impair students’ capacity to learn and practice thinking
skills. Teachers perceive thinking skills as memorization (Li, 2016b; Saido et al.,
2017), demonstrate fragmented knowledge of thinking skills, and have undeveloped
competence to enhance students’ thinking skills (Fitriani et al., 2019; Retnawati et
al., 2018).

By evaluating the findings of the three aforementioned subcategories of research:
learners’ needs, thinking skills benefits, and the role of teachers in teaching thinking
skills, one can conclude that the development of thinking skills in learning a foreign
language mainly depends upon teachers. Although the learners’ proclivity to learning
and improving the use of thinking skills and the effectiveness of the materials,
course, and program contents are the chief pillars of teaching thinking skills,
teachers still play the main role in such endeavors: teachers eventually decide to use
the available well-researched techniques and methods and motivate and train their



students not only to learn thinking skills but also to excel in using them. On the
contrary, teachers’ incompetence, cognition, and undeveloped thinking skills are
highly likely to slow down or discourage the development of thinking skills even if
they are provided with well-written materials and well-developed content with a
highly motivated audience, i.e. learners.

The majority of research projects on thinking skills in L2 contexts have studied
learners (Alidmat & Ayassrah, 2017; Sehic, 2017), teaching approaches and methods
(Akbari et al., 2018; Khonamri & Farzanegan, 2016), and teaching materials and
textbooks (Dolunay & Savas, 2016; Margana & Widyantoro, 2017). Yet, teachers, as
the chief decision-makers in class have been given little attention, with only some
studies exploring the teaching practice, (Saido et al., 2017; Stefanova et al., 2017),
EFL teachers’ critical thinking abilities (Retnawati et al., 2018), and teachers’
insights into teaching thinking skills (Li, 2016a). Because teachers’ cognition and
teaching practice are mutually influential and informed (Borg, 2003; Burns et al.,
2015), this study sought to explore two qualities of teachers that considerably
determine their teaching behavior and decision making in class, which are their
epistemic beliefs about knowledge and learning and their metacognition in
implementing thinking skills in their English lessons.

1.2 Teachers’ Beliefs and Epistemic Beliefs
121 Second Language Teacher Beliefs and Thinking Skills

Language teachers’ approach to teaching and learning a second or foreign language
is mediated and influenced by their mentally constructed concepts that dominantly
guide their decisions and teaching practice (Barcelos & Ruohotie-Lyhty, 2018; Borg,
2015). Studying teachers’ beliefs is such an influential aspect of the investigation in
foreign language teaching and learning that Borg (2003) believes investigating
teachers’ beliefs has been the most contributing research area to our perception about
teachers and their practice. Hence, studying teachers’ beliefs can potentially provide
an accurate account of teachers’ practice of teaching thinking skills. However, the
current research findings about both language teachers’ beliefs and the instruction of
thinking skills imply two categories of inadequacies and limitations that require
attention if the investigation of teaching thinking skills in L2 settings is the purpose.
These categories include the reliance of research findings on self-reported data and
the researchers’ outlook on the nature of teachers’ beliefs and contradictions found
within previous research findings about teaching thinking skills. The following
section will elaborate on these categories of limitations which led the researcher to
investigate the participants’ epistemic beliefs to understand their instructional
decisions in class regarding thinking skills.

Despite the growing attention to investigate teachers’ beliefs about thinking skills in
general, one main limitation has remained unchanged, which is the reliance on self-
reported data elicited from interviews and surveys (Katz-Buonincontro et al., 2020;
Kusaeri, 2019; Tuzlukova et al., 2017). Although the previous research highlights

3



the teachers’ beliefs about the benefits of teaching and developing the learners’
thinking skills, their findings i.e. teachers’ beliefs could be interpreted as teachers’
preference or professional ambitions in teaching thinking skills which fall under
their peripheral beliefs about teaching thinking skills. This interpretation is due to
the adopted research methodology and research instruments in previous research,
which reflect the ontological outlook of the researchers on teachers’ beliefs and
consequently on the epistemological outlook on the methods used to elicit teachers’
beliefs.

Teacher beliefs have been implied as one single truth that resides in their minds. In
other words, the belief of teachers in recent L2 studies has been seen as an aspect of
knowledge that has no inherent nuances or discrepancies in teachers. (Kartchava et
al., 2020; Yussof & Sun, 2020). Teachers’ views have been seen in this respect as a
collective cluster that can be elicited either through survey or interview questions
and once elicited, teachers' beliefs can explain their instructional decisions in class
(Tuzlukova et al., 2017). However, investigating teachers’ beliefs is a complicated
concept and needs further elaboration (Wilkinson et al., 2017). This complication
can be seen in the contrast between findings in previous research on teachers’
beliefs, which led the researcher to study previous research that uses both self-
reported and observed-data collected through class-observations.

First, the reported divergence between teachers’ stated beliefs and their teaching
decisions in class implies that beliefs do not lead to teaching decisions (Basturkmen,
2012; Rahimi & Sahragard, 2019). For example, using both self-reported data; i.e. a
semi-structured interview and a questionnaire observed data; i.e. class observation,
Rahimi and Sahragard (2019) found little convergence between ESP teachers’
beliefs and their actual practices in formative assessment practice: the researchers’
observation of class would not indicate the use and implementation of the
assessment theories the teachers had already stated as their beliefs. Similarly, little
congruence was reported in a study conducted in Malaysia to investigate whether the
beliefs held by pre-service ESL teachers at a local university matched with their
classroom practices (Othman & Kiely, 2016). Using a mixed-mode approach,
Othman and Kelly elicited quantitative data from seventy participants about their
teaching beliefs, interviewed four randomly chosen teachers from the pool of
seventy survey respondents, and analyzed their lesson plans. The results indicated
the divergence between teachers’ stated beliefs and their observed teaching practices.
Such divergence has also been reported in other aspects of L2 teaching and learning
such as corrective feedback (Kartchava et al., 2020), teaching speaking (Gandeel,
2016), error correction (Yigzaw, 2017), and code-switching in a bilingual class
(Yussof & Sun, 2020). Therefore, one conclusion might be teachers’ beliefs do not
constitute a solid basis for understanding their teaching practice.

However, despite the noticeable divergence, previous research also indicates certain
and yet fewer studies that report convergence between teachers’ practice and beliefs
(See Basturkmen, 2012; Moodie, 2016). This dichotomy in research findings implies
that although certain beliefs do not manifest in class instructions, there exists a



category of teachers’ beliefs that are fixed and permanent and are visible in one’s
instructions. Because some previous research has consistently used both the self-
reported data i.e. interviews and surveys, and the observed data i.e. class
observations and lesson plan analysis, the reported divergence and convergence
could not be due to the research methods and instrument. Besides, the literature
reveals an aspect of teachers’ beliefs that not only mutually informs practice (Borg,
2003; Phipps & Borg, 2009) but also communicates stability and permanency in
teaching decisions (Peacock, 2001).

This inquiry led the researcher to pay attention to teachers’ core and peripheral
beliefs that are suggested for further study in previous research (Phipps & Borg,
2009). The peripheral beliefs do not mainly lead to class instruction and have been
suggested as the main cause of consistent divergence between teachers’ stated beliefs
and teaching instructions found in previous research (Basturkmen, 2012; Karimi &
Dehghani, 2016; Pham & Hamid, 2013). One’s peripheral beliefs are still forming
and are subject to the formative process (Luft & Roehrig, 2007) and will not always
lead to teachers’ decisions and class instruction (Phipps & Borg, 2009). Hence, in
this research the researcher aimed at investigating teachers’ core beliefs that would
surely lead to class instructions suitable for teaching and developing thinking skills.

Another limitation of the previous research, implying the need for studying teachers’
core beliefs, supports the modest effect of language teachers’ peripheral beliefs on
teaching thinking skills that can be traced in previous research. Despite the
researchers’ (Kusumastuti et al., 2019) claim regarding the consistency between
teachers’ beliefs supporting teaching thinking skills and their instructional decisions
in class, the analysis of provided data informs the reader that the elicited beliefs
would not lead to teaching thinking skills. Kusumastuti et al. elicited language
teachers’ beliefs about teaching thinking skills which according to the observed class
instruction reported by the researchers had led to teaching thinking skills. However,
delving into the provided description of the class observation and the participating
teachers’ transcripts enclosed in the paper, it was found that the instructional class
decisions would not lead to thinking skills as the teachers complained about the
teacher-centered approach they would adopt despite their preference for the student-
centered approach to teaching and the implied lack of teaching approach that would
lead to the implementation of thinking skills. Hence, one main limitation of the
current research findings in addition to the mere reliance on self-reported data is the
lack of epistemological definition of the type of elicited beliefs: the beliefs to be
elicited need to be core beliefs that lead to class instruction.

Therefore, the current mismatch between the language teacher’s beliefs and practice
stems from the lack of attention to second language teachers’ beliefs as a
multifaceted system. Teachers’ beliefs about teaching a second language, therefore
would have to be studied in a framework that enables researchers to investigate more
subtle aspects of teachers’ beliefs about learning and knowledge. Therefore, this gap
invited the researcher to study teachers’ epistemic beliefs, which according to the
literature result in solid class decisions (Wilkinson et al., 2017). The following



section is intended to reveal why studying teachers’ epistemic corresponds to
thinking skills, yields more valid results in terms of predicting teachers’ decisions,
and is consonant with metacognitive knowledge.

1.2.2 Second language Teachers Epistemic Beliefs

Initially proposed by Schommer (1994), epistemic beliefs were introduced as a
multidimensional framework that was comprised of five dimensions, which are
omniscient authority (viewing knowledge as best accessed by authorities), certain
knowledge (viewing knowledge as entire and static), simple knowledge (viewing
knowledge as a collection of disconnected and explicit facts), quick learning
(viewing knowledge as either learned fast or never learned) and fixed/innate ability
(viewing the capability of learning as stable).

Schommer (1994) developed and introduced a redefined framework with two
components known as naive and sophisticated beliefs. According to the redefined
framework being sophisticated portrays an individual who conceives that a
magnificent bulk of our knowledge is developing, some knowledge has not been
discovered or produced yet, and only a small body of knowledge is known, constant,
and static. Naive learners, on the contrary, believe that a considerable body of
information has already been discovered and is fixed, with some knowledge to be
discovered or produced in the future, and a meager amount of knowledge being
evolved and subject to change. But how is the epistemic belief framework associated
with enhancing thinking skills in a second/foreign language context?

Teaching and learning are viewed as a continuum, whose two ends are filled with
traditional and constructivist conceptions(Brownlee et al., 2017). This binary view of
teaching and learning is in line with two dimensions of epistemic beliefs proposed
by Schommer (1994). Advocates of the traditional views of teaching and learning
share their opinions about knowledge and learning with learners with naive
epistemic beliefs. Regarding naive learners, for them, much of the knowledge has
been discovered, for which they are naturally dependent on a knowledgeable
authority to transfer this knowledge. This need, in turn, is fundamentally fulfilled in
traditional views of teaching and learning, where the teacher must highly
knowledgeable and competent to be able to transfer the wealth of knowledge to
learners. Other ramifications of traditional teaching such, “rote-learning routines of
instruction and recitation” (Fisher, 2007, p. 618), teaching grammar as discrete
points, and imparting knowledge to students overlap with naive epistemic beliefs.
Besides, naive learners assume that a teacher expresses little tolerance for learners’
errors due to the assumption that knowledge is fixed and therefore learning must be
immaculate imparting of the knowledge through prolonged teachers’ lectures.
Therefore, these assumptions in learners characterized by naive epistemic beliefs are
fundamentally approved in rote-learning and teacher-centered classes.



At the other end of the continuum, sophisticated epistemic beliefs are supported in
the constructivist view of learning. Within constructivism, learning is the
interactional activity between two learners and/or their teachers. This need is
fulfilled in the learner-centered conception of teaching, where the goal is to improve
learners’ experiences of learning through learners’ self-motivated, self-regulated and
reflective attempts of learning with a presence of a teacher as a facilitator. Similarly,
research has shown that sophisticated learners expect knowledge is derived from
reasoning and empirical evidence, and engagement in learning activities (Barzilai &
Chinn, 2018).

The previous research in language teaching shows that teachers’ conception of
teaching correlates with their epistemic beliefs. Teachers with naive epistemic
beliefs tend to have a traditional conception of teaching and similarly teachers with
sophisticated beliefs tend to advocate a constructivist conception of teaching (Ketabi
et al., 2014). Therefore, exploring teachers’ epistemic beliefs enables us to determine
and understand their teaching behaviors more in depth.

Also, the type of epistemic beliefs a teacher holds shapes the instructional decisions
in class. Teachers characterized by naive epistemic beliefs tend to dominate class
discussions, do not provide room for learner's questions, and emphasize accurate
answers, on the contrary, sophisticated teachers support discussions among learners
and stimulate learners’ formulation of questions in the learning process (Brownlee et
al., 2017). The literature reveals that teachers whose epistemic beliefs are of
constructivist type tend to introduce activities that engage learners in thinking
processes whereas those with empiricist beliefs pursue traditional teaching methods
where memory and the retrieval of taught content is a huge priority. This connection
has also been researched within EFL/ESL contexts. In one study, Ammar (2005)
investigated the relationships between the epistemological beliefs of 114 pre-service
EFL teachers and the strategies they use for learning and teaching along with their
classroom anxiety through four different questionnaires. The study findings were
indicative of the participants’ naive epistemic beliefs and their reliance on lower-
order thinking skills like memory-based practices. Similarly, the teacher role was
tended to be more traditional rather than constructivist as the teacher was believed to
be the dominant party in class activities determining the pace, type, and nature of
class activities. In a nutshell, this study revealed that most of the participants’
epistemic beliefs revolved around the naive side of the continuum. Therefore, this
study sought to explore ESL/EFL teachers’ epistemic beliefs and their metacognitive
knowledge to grasp a fuller understanding of implementing thinking skills in their
English language teaching.

1.3 Teacher Metacognition and Thinking Skills

The instruction and implementation of thinking skills depend on teachers’
metacognitive knowledge of thinking skills, which enables them to monitor, control,
and improve their teaching practice in terms of thinking skills (Zohar, 1999). Hiver
and Whiteboard (2018) argue that effective language teachers are the ones who are



thoughtfully adaptive in reaction to the dynamic and unexpected problems that
occur. Hence investigating effective teaching which depends on teachers’
metacognitive knowledge of teaching strategies, decisions, and content knowledge is
conducive to the profession.

Yet, despite the important role of metacognition in teaching a language, which is
inherently a cognitive endeavor (Kubanyiova & Crookes, 2016), research on
language teacher metacognition appears as challenging. First, there has been a great
deal of conceptual and experimental work in this area to date based on the
metacognition of language learners (Goh, 2018; Zhang & Zhang, 2019). Also,
research that explores teacher metacognition in detail has been performed mainly
with mathematics and science teachers (Braund, 2019; Mai, 2015). Moreover, most
of the studies on language teachers’ metacognition have adopted quantitative
methods to reflect on language teachers’ metacognition rather than depicting it as it
occurs in teachers’ minds (Abdellah, 2015; Moradkhani et al., 2017).

Yet, the benefits of quantitative studies cannot be overlooked as conventional
empirical research may remain important because they present an incentive to detect
variations in, for example, how teachers who function from a metacognitive
perspective differ from those who operate from a less reflective position. Adopting
an experimental method with a pre-test and post-test design, Yildiz and Akdag
(2017) concluded that teachers with higher self-efficacy and metacognitive
awareness show higher engagement in reflecting on students’ learning, behavior, and
performance. Correlational research may also remain relevant because they provide
insights into the potential interaction between the behavior of teachers, their
behaviors, and student learning. For example, adopting a correlational survey model
Kozikoglu (2019), found a positive association among prospective teachers’ critical
thinking, metacognitive, and problem-solving skills, and academic self-efficacy and
concluded their interaction in teachers’.

Yet, more specifically, reflection is a strictly descriptive term that is restricted to
applying continuity to ambiguous circumstances in the past (Clara, 2015).
Metacognition in teachers is an assessment and attribution mechanism that focuses
on observation and inference. The Latin roots of the word indicate that it is
fundamentally a retrospective mechanism which enables the instructor to remember
and establish a reason or excuse for past actions, rather than guiding future actions.
Therefore, qualitative research connecting verbal accounts of thought while the
teacher is engaged in teaching may be highly advantageous in the clarification of
identification and situational problems of metacognition. Qualitative research may
give comprehensive perspectives into how individual teachers learn and behave.
Much of the previous research on teacher metacognition has tended to adopt the
positivist approach, providing decontextualized findings despite sophisticated
statistical data analysis. The critique against the adoption of the positivist approach
is that it provides simple insights about a complex arena of thinking about one’s
thinking, which is an artificial grasp of this world (Hiver et al., 2019).



In meeting this challenge, this study sought to capture second language
metacognition of thinking skills through the relativist paradigm as a contextualized
paradigm that is likely to provide complex insights about the real world of
metacognition. Therefore, the current study aimed to investigate English teachers’
metacognitive knowledge and epistemic beliefs about thinking skills instruction in
the teaching of the English language. In other words, the researcher intends to know
how English teachers approach teaching thinking metacognitively and whether this
knowledge is translated into their teaching practice.

1.4 Statement of the Problem

Developing thinking skills for young adolescent language learners has been
proposed as an essential, constructive, and demanding research endeavor. Regarding
teaching and learning English as a first/second language, thinking skills have also
resulted in manifold research endeavors including evidence of thinking skills in
learners language teaching programs, (e.g. El Soufi & See, 2019), effective courses
to enhance thinking skills (Rear, 2017), affective factors and thinking skills
ESL/EFL contexts (e.g. Aghajani & Gholamrezapour, 2019), and teaching methods
(e.g. Ziadat & Al Ziyadat, 2016).

However, there are still some major problems that have either hindered or slowed
down the improvement of thinking skills in ESL/EFL contexts. First, the literature
reveals that English teachers have a wrong perception of thinking skills (Li, 2016a).
Teachers” wrong perception might be attributed to the complexity of thinking skills,
however, it also indicates the need for further research on ESL/EFL teachers and
their beliefs and the approaches and techniques they use to improve thinking skills in
ESL/EFL context. While most studies have investigated the contributions of thinking
skills to learning a second language little do we know how ESL/EFL teachers
implement thinking in the context of language learning in general.

This gap can be seen in past studies, where the practice, knowledge, and question
types of ESL / EFL teachers were identified as prospective barriers to the growth of
learners® thinking skills(Li, 2016a). The implementation of thinking skills,
moreover, has resulted in a considerable number of research publications in the
Malaysian context (Rahman & Manaf, 2017; Singh & Shaari, 2019). However, this
effort has not expanded the practice of thinking skills improvement in practical terms
despite the Malaysian government’s emphasis on improving education (Othman &
Mohamad, 2014). Teachers still play the role of knowledge transferors rather than
facilitators of learning through cognitive engagement. The emphasis on transferring
the knowledge might be due to the emphasis on examination results, which might
have influenced teachers, parents, and educational authorities’ beliefs about the
purpose of education causing the digression from thinking skills within classroom
walls.



Therefore, one major research gap lies in teachers’ knowledge, understanding, and
beliefs about teaching thinking skills, all of which should be bridged with teacher
training courses or explicit teaching-how-to-teach thinking skills programs. On the
one hand, we seek teacher training programs that train English teachers to adhere to
constructivist views of teaching in their own classes. Yet, on the other hand, English
teachers are the main obstacle to the development of thinking skills at school, as they
discourage proactive thinking through creating the expectation in learners to strive
for a correct answer (Li, 2016a).

Simply put, the development of thinking skills does not occur as a spontaneous and
cumulative by-product of maturation, nor does it manifest as a result of teaching
classroom subject matters, and requires more than indirect teaching (Bobkina &
Stefanova, 2016). On the contrary, the literature tells us about the efficient role of
teachers in creating thinking skills, where the purpose, understanding, and expertise
of teachers add to the thinking skills of learners (Retnawati et al., 2018; Shaughnessy
& Boerst, 2018). However, many researchers concentrated primarily on the
quantifiable findings regarding requirements wants, and shortcomings of teachers by
generating quantitatively measurable information (Dilekli & Tezci, 2016; Fitriani et
al., 2019). However, the very nature of thinking skills belongs to constructivism,
which endorses different views about learning and knowledge.

Having the experience of teaching English, the subject pertinent to this research
provided an interesting and suitable case for this research. First, Teo states that
teaching as a socially constructed activity is based on the concepts and meanings
latent in classroom interactions that become active through teaching experience
(Teo, 2019a). Also, the previous research findings regarding the role of teachers’
experience reveal that experience plays a significant role in building teachers’
metacognition (Hiver et al., 2019), ESL/EFL teachers beliefs (Basturkmen, 2012;
Crusan et al., 2016), and developing students’ thinking skills (Jager, 2014).

All in all, the domination of positivism in both research and teaching training
courses somehow contributes to the persistent problems in teaching thinking skills in
general and improving thinking skills in teaching English as a first/second language.
Adopting the constructivist standpoint, therefore, this study addressed these gaps
through exploring English language teachers’ epistemic beliefs, their metacognitive
knowledge in thinking skills in the context of teaching English as a first/second
language in the secondary school context.
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1.5 Research Objective

This study aimed to investigate English language teachers’ epistemic beliefs about
learning and knowledge through a case study approach to research. In specific terms,
this study sought to achieve the following objectives:

1. To investigate international secondary school English teachers’ epistemic
beliefs on learning and knowledge in the context of English language
teaching.

2. To investigate international secondary school English teachers’
metacognitive knowledge about teaching thinking skills in an English
language context.

3. To explore how the English language teachers’ epistemic beliefs and
metacognitive knowledge play a role in their implementation of thinking
skills in teaching English as a first/second language.

4. To explore how secondary school English teachers’ epistemic beliefs and
metacognitive knowledge influence their teaching of thinking skills in
teaching English

1.6 Research Questions

There are four primary research questions in this study:

1. What are secondary school English teachers’ epistemic beliefs on teaching
thinking skills in English classes?

2. What is secondary school English teachers’ metacognitive knowledge about
teaching thinking skills in English classes?

3. How do secondary school English language teachers tap into thinking skills
(activities and learning tasks) in English classes?

4. How do secondary school English teachers’ epistemic beliefs and
metacognitive knowledge influence their teaching of thinking skills in
English classes?

1.7 Significance of the Study

This study can contribute to curriculum development in terms of English teachers’
metacognitive knowledge of choosing, modifying, and introducing thinking
activities at secondary schools. Adopting, adapting, and creating learning activities
that both induce learning English as a first/second language and enhance thinking
skills is a demanding concern for English teachers today. By gaining knowledge
about English teachers’ metacognitive knowledge of teaching thinking skills,
potentially problematic epistemic beliefs, teaching preferences, and misconceptions
about thinking skills in the context of English as a first/second language can be
better understood and addressed. Moreover, potentially effective and well-organized
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teachers’ routines for selecting and adapting teaching materials will be promoted.
Such insights are likely to contribute to the curriculum development in terms of
embedding learning activities, selecting teaching materials, and teacher manuals that
are compatible with teachers’ awareness and thinking styles, thereby enhancing
thinking skills at secondary schools’ English classes. Through the findings that will
be gathered from this research, English teachers should be able to design or choose
learning activities that encourage pupils to learn language input using cognitive
processes and thinking skills. This study can also shed light on English teachers’
knowledge and capacity for creating such learning activities.

The findings of the present study thus may generate a range of information for both
researchers and curriculum designers regarding the current state of thinking skills
instruction in the context of teaching the English language at secondary schools. The
present study is likely to further the dialogue between teachers on the one hand and
researchers, syllabus and curriculum designers on the other hand regarding the
professional development that secondary school teachers require to integrate
thinking skills with first/second language instruction. This kind of communication is
necessary to enhance the quality of teacher training courses.

Thus far, there has been little research to study teachers’ metacognition, epistemic
beliefs, and their teaching practice concerning teaching thinking skills. Therefore,
this study can contribute to the instruction of teaching thinking skills in general and
in teaching thinking skills in the context of first/second language, in particular.
Moreover, the outcomes of this type of research study can assist the design of
teaching practices that contribute to teaching thinking skills at secondary school in
English as a first/second language context and the progress in first/second language
teacher training courses.

1.8 Scope of the Study

This study is based on a collective case study. This study attempts to describe
English teachers’ epistemic beliefs about knowledge and learning along with their
metacognitive knowledge. Also, this study aims to explore how thinking skills are
taught at a secondary school and what the influence of epistemic beliefs and
metacognition on teaching thinking skills are.

The study findings are confined to the existing conditions of the workplace in the
International Secondary School where the study was carried out. Within the same
school, there were only four teachers, three of whom agreed to cooperate with the
researcher; the fourth English teacher, however, preferred not to be observed while
teaching, therefore, did not agree to be a research participant. Moreover, the
researcher had no option to choose exemplary teachers trained in teaching thinking
skills. Therefore, before the research, the researcher would not know if the
instructional decisions would stimulate thinking skills or not. The field observations
were made only on the days suggested by the teachers so the researcher would not
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know about the instructional decisions and teaching thinking skills beyond
observation sessions.

In addition, the researcher confined the scope of the research by not including
learner variables such as motivation, progress, and feedback about the teachers’
approach to teaching. Moreover, due to the logistical constraints of the research, the
researcher did not and could not negotiate the type of lesson content for observation
with the teaching participants. The teachers were the main decision-makers who
chose the type of lesson they preferred to be observed. Therefore, the study scope
was limited as the researcher did not choose specific lessons deemed more relevant
to thinking skills. For example, in this study, one selected lesson was on descriptive
writing while another one was on grammar lessons. However, another participant
mainly focused on implied meaning and exam-type questions. Different types of
activities, teacher questions, and lesson tasks might have been used because of their
different pedagogical purposes and therefore.

Another logistical constraint imposed on the researcher was finding ESL/EFL
teachers who aimed to teach thinking skills. The current research mainly focused on
activities and teachers’ decisions that were interpreted as effective for applying
thinking skills. In other words, neither their lesson plans nor the syllabus they were
teaching overtly sought to teach thinking skills.

1.9 Definitions of Terms
1.9.1 Thinking Skills

Given the purpose of this research and the plausibility of improving thinking skills
rather than teaching them as discrete skills in teaching English as a first/second
language, the researcher adopted an infusion approach in researching thinking skills
in secondary school English classroom. In the infusion approach, the teacher uses the
mainstream day-to-day lessons to enhance and develop learners’ thinking skills,
without allocating extra time to teach thinking skills discretely (Zohar, 2013). Also,
the researcher required the operational definition of thinking skills used in teaching
English to be able to identify the teachers’ decisions that develop different thinking
skills. Thinking skills have been defined by different scholars in miscellaneous ways
and the differences of thinking skills definitions include the purposes, procedures,
strategies used in different contexts. Kuhn (2005) believes that thinking skills are
different aspects of metacognition that include thinking about procedural and
declarative knowledge. Willingham (2007), however, defines thinking skills in terms
of the ability to choose and adopt optimal strategies in learning. Fisher (2007), yet
adds a practical aspect of thinking for students defining thinking skills as the
children's ability to ask questions and reason while learning a new task.

However, in terms of teaching English and the various activities that are inherently
cognitive, and due to the purpose of this study, which is the exploration of teaching
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thinking skills, Bloom’s taxonomy of thinking skills (1956) is probably still the most
comprehensive classification; the variety of tasks, activities, and projects in teaching
English requires a classification that can address different types of thinking learners
are exposed to.

Waters (2006) has introduced a category of thinking skills which categorizes
cognitive processes in the context of teaching English that clarify aspects of thinking
skills congruent with Bloom’s taxonomy of thinking skills. The following categories
were used in this study to investigate thinking skills in the L2 context.

=

Memory: the recall or recognition of information

2. Translation: changing information into a different symbolic form or
language

3. Interpretation: the discovery of relationships among facts, generalizations,
definitions, values, and skills

4. Application: solving a lifelike problem that requires the identification of the
issue and the selection and use of appropriate generalizations and skills

5. Analysis: solving a problem in the light of conscious knowledge of the parts

and forms of thinking

Synthesis: solving a problem that requires original, creative thinking

7. Evaluation: making a judgment of good or bad, right or wrong, according to

standards designated by the student

S

1.9.2 Metacognition

Metacognitive knowledge has been defined as an individual’s awareness of their
thinking/learning strategies (Flavell, 1976), or their ability to gain knowledge about
themselves through self-reflection and to monitor their decision-making in cognitive
performance (Schraw, 1998) and comprises three aspects: (1) declarative knowledge,
or awareness of what strategies and concepts are important concerning a specific
task, (2) procedural knowledge or awareness of how to apply concepts and strategies
(how to perform the task), and (3) conditional knowledge, or the awareness of when
and why to apply certain knowledge and strategies (Schraw, 1998). As the current
study aimed to elicit teachers’ knowledge of teaching and developing thinking skills,
the researcher chose declarative knowledge to investigate teachers’ metacognition.
The reason why declarative knowledge is chosen for this study lies in its definition,
which according to Zohar is “what is known in a statable, propositional manner,
knowing ‘that’ or knowing ‘about’ things” (1999, p. 414). Besides, Zohar defined
metacognitive declarative knowledge as “knowledge that includes an explicit
awareness (that may be described in words) of one’s reasoning patterns as well as
the ability to think of (and talk about) reasoning patterns as distinct entities that may
be related to specific tasks” (1999, p. 416). This definition would be in line with the
purpose of the study; teachers’ metacognition of teaching thinking skills as the
researcher aimed to investigate their reasoning, strategies, and ideas of teaching
thinking skills eliciting their reflection about their teaching decisions about teaching
thinking skills.
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193 Epistemic Beliefs

Schommer (1994), reported that individuals hold beliefs independent of others that
influence their thinking and behaviors. Epistemic beliefs are one’s assumptions
about the nature of knowledge and learning this knowledge. Schommer categorizes
epistemic beliefs in certain dimensions: simple knowledge, certain knowledge, fixed
ability, and innate ability. Simple knowledge embraces the opinion that knowledge is
structured as isolated and unambiguous facts. Certain knowledge identifies beliefs
about knowledge as absolute rather than tentative. Fixed ability beliefs view the
ability of an individual to learn as fixed at birth rather than and an entity that is
subject to improvement. The quick learning aspect of epistemic beliefs views
learning as a quick process rather than a gradual and incremental process. Each of
these dimensions exists independent of one another and they do not follow a
simultaneous pattern in the development. Schommer (1994) subsequently provided
an added feature of epistemic beliefs in terms of sophisticated and naive beliefs. In
her elaboration on sophisticated and naive beliefs, Schommer reveals that individuals
with sophisticated beliefs consider a large body of knowledge is developing; yet
some knowledge has yet to be evolved. Moreover, they believe that only a trivial
body of knowledge is constant and will never evolve. On the other hand, individuals
with naive beliefs suppose that a big bulk of knowledge is constant, some will be
created in the future and a small part of it will be developed.

The current study adopted Schommer’s (1994) perception of epistemic beliefs as a
system of more or less independent beliefs where some beliefs are more
sophisticated while others are naive. This adoption was due to the following reasons.
First, by adopting this view the researcher could analyze teachers’ epistemic beliefs
independent of one another. The epistemic interview questions would elicit teachers’
beliefs about different phenomena such as teachers’ roles, students’ learning, and
optimal learning. Adopting a system that would allow for analyzing elicited
information about their role independent of their beliefs about learning, for example,
would provide a clear and deeper understanding of teachers’ beliefs about teaching
thinking skills. For example, a teacher’s epistemic beliefs about learning might be
naive leading to more repetition and longer teacher talk-time, while their epistemic
beliefs about knowledge might be sophisticated resulting in more projects and group
work in class. and Also, this freedom would be necessary for understanding the
relationship between teachers’ metacognitive knowledge and their epistemic beliefs.
independent of or different variations of this conceptualization.
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