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Abstract 

English language is essential for academic success, attainment of a variety of occupations 

and professions, and for mastery over interpersonal communicative skills. Thinking is inevitable 

in teaching and learning language. Higher order thinking skills play a paramount importance to 

develop pre-service and in-service teachers’ education. Language learning cannot take place in 

the absence of cognitive endeavour of learners. Components of higher order thinking skills are 

creative thinking skills, critical thinking skills, and problem solving skills. In addition, higher 

order thinking skills refer to analytical, synthesizing, evaluative, cognitive, and metacognitive 

skills. There are invariably symbiotic relationships between higher order thinking skills and 

language learning. Thus, pre-service and in-service teachers can improve academic reading and 

writing skills through higher order thinking skills.  

Key words: attainment, interpersonal, paramount, components, higher order thinking skills, 

synthesizing, cognitive, metacognitve, symbiotic, and so on.  

Introduction 

English is regarded as a foreign language in Nepal. It is taught and learnt for a number of 

reasons: to acquire knowledge through academic study successfully from school education to 

higher education, and to pursue professional careers to accomplish business at home and abroad. 
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Apart from these major goals for teaching and learning English in the Nepalese context, there 

could be several personal reasons for such learning, such as, to understand a foreign culture, to 

accommodate and adjust oneself with a particular community, to learn about and follow a 

religion, and so on. The importance of English has been evinced in the implementation of several 

policies and programmes to meet the need of English for communicating with international 

business and professional community in the local and global level. Despite the fact that 

stakeholders have made many attempts to develop communicative skills of learners in school and 

college levels, there is a lacuna in fulfilling the objectives of English language curricula. Since 

the realizing the significance of English as an important language in the global village, teaching 

of English is prescribed through a thinking medium in the curricula of school and university 

levels. English is overwhelmingly accepted as a tool for the development of critical, creative, and 

metacognitive thinking. 

Despite the fact that the theory of inter-functional relationship between language and 

thought has been introduced by philosophers, such as John Dewey, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and 

psychologists-Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, there have hardly been a few attempts to teach 

thinking skills in ESL curriculum. Teaching skills can at least be traced back to Dewey’s 

emphasis on reflection, Vygotsky’s views on collaborative learning, Gardner’s multiple 

intelligence and Perkin’s learnable intelligence. As a matter of fact, language teaching and 

learning involves cognitive process in order to attain several aspects of language, such as 

grammatical rules, vocabulary, syntactic structure, listening, speaking, reading, and writing. The 

creative, critical and metacognitive thinking skills facilitate the second language learners to 

enhance oral communicative competence, writing skills, and knowledge of grammar. The 

curriculum designers should incorporate higher order thinking skills in the curriculum in order to 
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enhance learners’ ability to apply, analyse, synthesise, and evaluate information. In traditional 

methods of teaching the second language, higher order thinking skills are given negligible space 

in language classroom, teaching materials, syllabus and curriculum.  

Role of Higher Order Thinking Skills in Learning 

Thinking is essential in language teaching and learning (Waters, 2006). Higher order 

thinking skills refers to creative, critical, metacognitive, cognitive, analytical, synthesizing, and 

evaluative skills. Learning occurs if the mind of learners can connect the current level of 

knowledge with prior knowledge during learning. English language teaching activity should 

promote thinking process of learners for meaningful learning. Broadly speaking, learning is 

impossible without thinking process during teaching and learning. Rote learning cannot enhance 

thinking since there is no cognitive process in rote learning. Learning is inextricably intertwined 

with thinking.  

Thinking refers to all the mental activities like day dreams, wishes, fantasies, images of 

having new ideas, philosophical musing, political reflection, decision making, reading, writing, 

and planning. Higher order thinking skills can be developed through scientific pedagogy and 

inductive instruction. As such, it can be transferable from person to person as ordinary skills. 

Thinking and memory are inextricably knotted with each other which play a crucial role in 

learning all types of skills for language learning and intellectual development (Gilhooly, 1998). 

Thinking is an absolutely cognitive activity which involves in problem solving, decision making, 

planning, and comprehending complex material. Memory comprises working memory and long- 

term memory which involve encoding, decoding, retention, and retrieval of information. 

Thinking is inextricably interwoven with long-term and short-term memory. Specifically, long- 
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term memory is crucial for developing critical and creative thinking skills in enhancing second 

language learning.  

Teaching thinking skills means to make the learners creative thinkers, critical thinkers, 

and problem solvers in course of developing higher order thinking skills (Ruggiero, 1988). In 

fact, thinking is a very powerful tool to develop abilities of learners in making planning, decision 

making, and problem solving independently. Language teachers can importantly activate and 

promote thinking skills of learners through language use in the classroom. Higher order thinking 

skills and knowledge of linguistics are equally important to develop second language acquisition. 

Moreover, even linguistic knowledge can be developed through higher order thinking skills. 

Thinking refers to hypothesizing, interpreting, seeking alternative questions and answers, 

evaluating, discovering, and finding the solution of problems. Thus, learners cannot develop their 

language proficiency in grammar, vocabulary, and proficiency in listening, speaking, reading, 

and writing without thinking skills. The higher order thinking skills can be developed through 

the following approaches and methods. 

 Task-based language teaching 

 Communicative language teaching 

 Language learning strategies 

 Bilingual education and thinking 

Language learning is a cognitive process, through which learners can acquire second 

language in process of thinking, perception, awareness, judgment, storing, retrieving, 

transforming, and manipulation of information. It has been accepted that all types of learning is 

depended on cognitive processing. The relation between cognitive processing and learning has 
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been established in terms of rehearsal, review, compare, and contrast. Furthermore, cognition 

pertains to thinking, learning, remembering, and problem solving. Metacognition is defined as 

cognition about one’s own cognitive process and thinking about thinking. Specifically, 

metacognition focuses on awareness of cognitive process and control cognitive process. 

Metacognition and cognition are inextricably linked in second language learning.  

In order to learn language, cognition or thinking is essential. Unlike the opinion of the 

behaviourist school, language learning is a cognitive activity. Language learning process occurs 

soon after congintive development of children sets in. Learners develop their metacognitive 

knowledge through social interaction with their teachers and able peers (Vygotsky, 1978). The 

social psychological learning theories focus on external factors like beliefs, attitudes, 

motivations, personality, intelligence, social interaction, and aptitude in the process of learning 

language. The learners can apply metacognitive and cognitive strategies for problem solving 

tasks during language learning, so they should be trained and educated regarding metacognitive 

strategies to be self-regulated and successful learners in second language learning. Cognition and 

metacognition play a vital role to acquire second language. 

 Metacognitive strategies are planning, monitoring, and evaluating skills through which the 

learners manage, direct, regulate, and guide their second language learning. In fact, 

metacognitive knowledge plays a pivotal role in various cognitive activities like reading 

comprehensive tasks, writing, and oral communication tasks. Writing is an act of meaning 

production through mental process. It is a process of planning, drafting, idea generating, 

translation, editing, revising, and refining ideas until producing a final draft. Second language 

learners ought to have mastery over grammar, vocabulary, cohesive devices, and mechanics 
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which can be attained and attuned through rigorous learning by applying higher order thinking 

skills.  

 

 

 

Higher Order Thinking Skills versus Lower Order Thinking Skills 

There are two taxonomies of thinking skills viz. higher order thinking skills and lower 

order thinking skills. Higher order thinking skills is meaningful learning which requires 

judgment, analysis, and synthesis ability of learners. More importantly, higher order thinking 

skills are reflective, sensitive to the context, and self monitored since higher order thinking skills 

are judgmental tasks which have more credibility and multidimensional quality.  

Lower order thinking skills are memorizing, rote learning, and parrot learning which are 

unreflective and inapplicable in second language acquisition. It does not help the learners to 

develop critical, creative, and problem solving thinking skills. Newman (1990: 44) argues that 

“Lower order thinking demands only mechanical application of previously acquired 

information.” Lower order thinking skills do not help develop writing skills since writing skills 

cannot be developed without critical and creative thinking skills. The learners require cognitive 

knowledge for brainstorming, planning, writing, rewriting, revising, and editing until producing a 

final draft. The first three categories of Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of education objectives i.e. 

remember, understanding, and application are generally considered as lower order thinking 

skills.  
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However, the next three categories of Bloom taxonomy i.e. analysis, creation, and 

evaluation      are considered as components of higher order thinking skills. Bartlett (1958: 74) 

differentiates between lower and higher order thinking skills through his definition of thinking. 

“Thinking that is to say is in my use of the word, not simply the description either by perception 

or by recall, of something which is there, it the use of information about something present to get 

somewhere else.” 

According to Resnick (1987: 3), higher order thinking skills are as follows: 

 non-algorithmic 

 tends to be complex 

 often yields multiple solutions 

 involves nuanced judgment and interpretation 

 involves the application of multiple criteria 

 often involves uncertainty 

 involves self-regulation of the thinking processes 

 involves imposing meaning, finding structure in apparent disorder, and  

 effortful 

Resnick has regarded self-regulation as higher order thinking skill in this definition. 

Moreover, creative thinking, critical thinking skill, and problem solving thinking skills are higher 

order thinking skills which help ESL learners to develop language skills, linguistic knowledge, 

and vocabulary. Waters (2006) asserts that ELT activities should be focused to promote the 

thinking skills of the learners. The learning activities have to be prioritized for thinking skills 

rather than communicative tasks.  
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Creative Thinking Skills  

A creative thinking skill is one of the building blocks of higher order thinking skills. 

Creative thinking skill is required to develop the cognition of the ESL learners. ESL learners can 

solve any problems intuitively and analytically through the application of creative thinking skills 

so creative thinking skills are to be developed in order to learn second language efficiently. The 

creative thinking skills can be developed through self-confidence, self-efficacy, and motivation. 

Self-efficacy is very inevitable for the learners to be self-regulated which enhances creative 

thinking skills. The self-confidence and self-capacity can help carry out any complex tasks on 

their own endeavours through creative thinking skills. Motivation, metacognitive, and cognitive 

knowledge are fundamental and essential facets to develop creative thinking skills.  

As long as the individual learners are instructed on the basis of their individual differences 

(IDS), their creative thinking skills can be enhanced (Nagaraju, 2008). Intelligences play vital 

roles to strengthen creative thinking skills of the learners. Multiple intelligences can be fostered 

through academic instruction and special training. ESL learners can attain mastery in more than 

two intelligences which depend on individual differences. Multiple intelligences are not inborn 

and innate endowment. However, they can be acquired through academic and non-formal 

instruction. Creative thinking skills of ESL learners can be fostered though multiple 

intelligences. In order to develop the creative thinking skills of ESL learners, there should be 

innovation and improvement in the curriculum, teaching material, teaching methodology, and 

efficiency of professionalism of teachers. Leaner-centred curricula and learner-friendly 

methodology can enhance the creative thinking skills of the learners. Self-esteem, anxiety, 

learning style, learning strategies, and affective factors influence in developing creative thinking 
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skills of ESL learners. According to Rao (1990: 269), the creative thinking skills of ESL learners 

can be fostered through following inputs. 

 encouraging self-expression in spontaneous and panned activity 

 providing incentives and reinforcements for practice 

 valuing creative thinking 

 making learners more sensitive to environmental stimuli 

 encouraging manipulation of objects and ideas 

 developing the tolerance of new ideas 

 developing a creative classroom atmosphere a free relaxed unhurried one 

 encouraging the students to not their ideas in concrete forms whenever possible 

 teaching skills for avoiding peer’s sanctions 

 giving information about the creative process 

 developing the metacognitive strategies 

 encouraging the acquisition of knowledge in variety of fields 

 developing the constructive criticism 

Critical Thinking Skills 

Critical thinking skill is one of the paramount facets of higher order thinking skills which 

is required for ESL learners to evaluate, reflect, judge, criticize, and analyze in the course of 

learning and problem solving activities. Creative thinking skills help the learners to develop 

logical reasoning to solve any problems in learning and help to generate unique ideas. However, 

critical thinking skill helps them to develop evaluative, judgmental, monitoring, and appraisal 

thinking skills to solve any tasks in ESL learning.  
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Critical thinking skill has been used as a tool in teaching and learning second language. It 

is a cognitive process which is required to develop language skills, grammar, vocabulary, 

syntactic structure and so on. It is observed that critical thinking was confined only in L1 setting 

as a process writing schema theory and collaborative learning before 1990s; however, it started 

to dominate in teaching and learning of second language effectively since 1990s onwards 

(Atkinson, 1997). Learners can apply critical thinking as a means for literacy socialization in the 

society. It is used to develop analytical writing of non-native learners. Moreover, ESL learners 

have been facilitated since 1990s to enhance metacognitive strategy in which they can think 

about their learning themselves. Critical thinking skill is very significant to incorporate in 

education curricula for the multi-dimensional development of second language learners (Stroupe, 

2006). Incorporating critical thinking skill in the education curricula helps to incorporate the 

interactive and cooperative learning by superseding traditional curricula in language learning. It 

is very effective for improving the analysis, synthesis, and evaluative repertoire of ESL learners 

in developing language skills, grammar, vocabulary, syntactic structure and so on.   

Critical thinking skills help the learners to be rationale, creative, self-regulated, and self-

appraising. The main goal of introducing critical thinking skill in second language learning is to 

make the learners self-regulated, self-autonomous, and self-assessing. As a result, they can 

become proficient learners in the target language.  

Problem Solving Skills 

Problem solving skill is one of the aspects of higher order thinking skills which includes 

collaborative, coaching, and cooperative learning. There is a high level of interaction between 

peers and tutor and among learners to come up with solution of problematic tasks. The problems 
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of tasks challenge the current knowledge of learners so they need to search new areas of learning 

to solve the problems by applying problem solving skills. The main positive aspect of problem 

based learning is to bridge the gap between theory and practice. Problem based learning helps the 

learners to develop problem solving skills in language learning. Problem based learning is 

regarded as progressive active learning and learner-centered approach through which the learners 

are equipped with problem solving skills. Subsequently, they apply problem solving skills in 

language learning to develop communicative competence and grammar. Forgarty (1997: 3) states 

the process of solving the problems are as follows: 

 meeting the problems 

 defining the problems 

 gathering the facts 

 generating questions 

 rephrasing the problem 

 generating alternative solutions 

 presenting the solution, preferably with justification 

Metacognitive strategies are very necessary for problem solving tasks. The learners as 

problem solvers should have competence in metacognitive strategies, such as self-monitoring, 

planning, self-direction to solve problems. 

Conclusion 

This article deals with the importance of higher order thinking skills to enhance 

communicative competence of pre-service and in-service teachers. Cognition is essential to be a 
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proficient language learner. Higher order thinking skills should be incorporated in language 

curricula and syllabi in order to make pre-service and in-service teachers acquire soft skills for 

employability, cognitive and metacognitive skills to develop professional skills of teachers. In 

addition, ESL/EFL teachers should apply higher thinking skills to teach the target language 

rather than lower order thinking skills, such as rote-learning, memorization, by-hearting etc. 

Higher order thinking skills make learners creative, critical, and problem solvers. Hence, higher 

order thinking skills are indispensable components of language teachers. 
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