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Abstract—Critical thinking skill is one of 21st century skills 

that supports the mastery of academic writing. Academic writing 

skill requires critical thinking to express arguments in such 

systematic and scientific way based on trusted sources.  

Facione (2011) argues that there are 6 stages in critical thinking, 

namely interpretation, analysis, interference, evaluation, 

explanation and self-regulation. These stages were applied to 

writing activities. The outline of academic writing consists of 

three parts, namely the introduction, development and 

conclusions. Each part requires the ability to think critically.  

To be able to think critically, one needs to have prior data. 

Therefore, it is necessary to use portfolio to support these 

strategies. This study uses action research to psychology students 

who programmed academic writing course. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Higher Education institutions around the world face the 

growing problem of relevance as they enter the twenty-first 

century. There is now growing list of skills employers are 

expecting of their employees, reflecting the changing world of 

work (Wallis in Hallissy). Students must learn the essential 

skills for success in today’s world, such as critical thinking, 

problem solving, communication and collaboration (Trilling 

and Fadel, 2009). 

Critical thinking is an important and necessary skill 

because it is required in the workplace, it can help you deal 

with mental and spiritual questions, and it can be used to 

evaluate people, policies, and institutions, thereby avoiding 

social problems (Hatcher and Spencer, 2005). Critical thinking 

is considered to be central to higher education or an essential 

goal of teaching (Kuhn, 1999), being the key objective of 

schooling (Scriven & Paul, 2005).  

Halpern (2003) proposes that the construct of critical 

thinking is a more meaningful way to conceptualize human 

intelligence, critical thinking is a process involved in any 

research activity (Phillips & Bond, 2004).  

Many researchers have asserted the influential role of 

critical thinking in students’ academic achievement (e.g., 

Birjandi & Bagherkazemi, 2010; Fahim, Bagherkazemi, & 

Alemi, 2010). Critical thinking ability has been identified as 

one of the constructs which has been proven to be a good 

predictor of academic performance (Tsui, 1999). 

Critical thinking is a skill like any other academic skill and 

can be developed over time, through a step-by-step process 

(Hatcher & Spencer, 2005). Critical thinking is a skill that is 

also applicable to all academic levels and is necessary for 

academic preparation (Chaffee, 1992). 

There are various ways to teach critical thinking. Theorists 

are divided into two camps regarding whether critical thinking 

is best taught as a general skill applied to all disciplines or as a 

skill used in a particular discipline (Al Sharadgah, 2014).  

Dixon e.t. (2005) emphasize that writing is a vehicle 

through which students can express their critical thinking, and 

that writing seems to be an expression of critical thinking 

when students are trained to use critical thinking methods 

consistently in writing. Writers engage in a recursive process 

when writing and this process is regulated by distinct thinking 

processes that writers manipulate in their writing (Flower & 

Hayes, 1981). Writing is a recursive process in that the student 

can return to a previous stage of the writing process while 

working on a later stage. In other words, while students were 

revising their essays, they may find themselves thinking of 

new ideas that could be included in the essay. This suggests 

that critical thinking and its skills may be enhanced in the 

process of students’ writing. 

From a style of evaluation in which students have to 

expose factual knowledge, there is a shift to ascertain what 

students are capable of doing with that knowledge across 

competencies; and tests are designed to measure what students 

know, rather than what students do not know. A formative 

evaluation makes the teacher and learner cooperate actively 

from the beginning to diagnose how correctly the process of 

learning is going in order to ensure good results. A continuous 

assessment then requires the use of different instruments for 

evaluation, so the traditional paper and pencil final exam is 

replaced or complemented by other instruments, such as 

portfolios and interviews (Martinez-Lirola & Rubio, 2009) 

A portfolio consists of a folder in which students keep 

several tasks to accomplish certain objectives and 

competencies selected by teachers; it may help students 

develop their written skills, as Celce Murcia and Olshtain 

(2000:159) indicate: “The portfolio, which is usually an 

ongoing collection of different writing assignments kept by 

the student in a folder or workbook, has become an important 

concept in developing writing skills and in giving teachers a 

fairer and more perceptive way to evaluate”. 

Portfolios can serve a critical role in helping students focus 

on expanding their minds through reading and discussion, 

clarifying their own thinking through writing, and broadening 

student’s creative horizons (Bekurs and Santoli, 2004). 

Additionally, portfolio assessment allows the flexibility to 

monitor individual student progress while meeting 

community, state, and national standards. (Bekurs and Santoli, 

2004). 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Critical Thinking 

Wang (2009) defined critical thinking ability as the ability 

to think reasonably and reflectively. He further suggests that 

critical thinking is an ability that allows students to freely 

express their own ideas, to demonstrate the interrelationships 

among their ideas, and to generate higher levels of thinking, 

Dephi Research Project (Facione & Facione, 1996) cited that 

critical thinking to be purposeful, self-regulatory judgment 

which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and 

inference, as well as the explanation of the evidential, 

conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or contextual 

considerations upon which that judgment was based." 

Paul and Elder (2006) interpret critical thinking as 

“thinking explicitly aimed at well-founded judgment, utilizing 

appropriate evaluative standards in an attempt to determine the 

true worth, merit or value of something”. McPeck (1990) 

characterized critical thinking as the ability to suspend judg-

ment, or temporarily suspend judgment, until sufficient 

evidence is accumulated to establish the validity of a proposi-

tion or action. 

Facione (1990) who  critical thinking as: "purposeful, self-

regulatory judgment that results in interpretation, analysis, 

evaluation, and inference, as well as explanation of the 

evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or 

contextual considerations upon which that judgment is based."  

Put briefly, critical thinking is an skill include 1) analyzing 

arguments, claims, or evidence (Facione, 1990; Halpern, 

2003); 2) making inferences using inductive or deductive 

reasoning (Willingham, 2007); 3) judging or evaluating all 

aspects of arguments, cases, and situations (Lipman, 1988); 4) 

making decisions or solving problems (Ennis,1985; Halpern, 

1998; Willingham, 2007); 5) interpreting and explaining 

(Facione, 1990); and 6) asking and answering questions for 

clarification (Ennis, 1985). 

Facione (1990) said that critical thinking consists of five 

skills, interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, and 

explanation.  

 

B. Critical Thinking in Academic Writing 

Condon and Kelly-Riley (2004) said that “writing is a tool 

of thinking” marks the link between critical thinking and 

writing. Bean (2001) asserts that writing “requires analytical 

or argumentative thinking and is characterized by a controlling 

thesis or statement and a logical, hierarchical structure”. 

Sorrel et. (1997) clarify that writing requires one “[t]o 

connect ideas from internal and external sources, critically 

think about the ideas, and then infer a generalisation that gives 

the separate pieces of information a coherent verbal shape” 

Schafersmen (1991) explains that “writing forces students 

to organize their thoughts, contemplate their topic, evaluate 

their data in a logical fashion, and present their conclusions in 

a persuasive manner”. Good writing is therefore a reflection of 

good critical thinking. The sources of ideas can be from across 

a variety of texts and those based on observation, experience 

and reflection (Vardi, 1999).   

Writing is an essential component in both developing and 

demonstrating critical-thinking skills, and has been called “the 

exterior sign of an interior thinking process” (Bean 1996). 

Elder and Paul (2006) point out the “intimate connection 

between the ability to write well and the ability to think well.”  

Critical thinking is also claimed to be important in the 

acquisition of language skills particularly writing and reading 

(Freire, 2007), two indispensable language skills that can help 

undergraduates secure their academic success. However, 

studies on the relationship between critical thinking and these 

two language skills, especially those which use second 

language learners as the sample are still not sufficient. 

Similarly, there are not many studies conducted on the 

relationship of the aforementioned construct with general 

language proficiency. 

Academic writing is always a form of evaluation that asks 

you to demonstrate knowledge and show proficiency with 

certain disciplinary skills of thinking, interpreting, and 

presenting. Writing the paper is never “just” the writing part 

(Irvin, 2010) 

Olson (1992) argues that thinking can be refined through 

pre-writing, writing, revising and editing activities. This 

means, as a writer is engaged in the writing process, the writer 

is using his/her judgments to evaluate his/her own text and 

make any necessary changes to express his/her ideas clearly 

and confidently to readers. Thus, engaging students in critical 

thinking during [academic] writing classes is very important 

but it can only be achieved if the writing assignments foster 

such work (Reynolds & Moskovitz, 2008).  

Hence, critical thinking in academic writing is a 

manifestation of a writer ability to understand and analyses the 

ideas, evaluate and synthesize the arguments in a variety of 

sources before making any conclusions, and then presenting 

them clearly to an audience. It entails the ability to: understand 

key concepts and ideas; distinguish the main ideas and 

arguments from the subordinate ones; judge their relevance 

and provide reasons; judge the credibility of sources of 

information; and be able to paraphrase them and later draw 

conclusions based on all the justifications made. Engaging 

oneself in all these tasks exercises thinking and heightens it.  

Critical thinking is important and applicable to so many 

areas of life and learning. It has been said that when people are 

not able to think critically and intelligently about the myriad 

of issues and problems that confront them, they then may 

come across many answers, and still do not know what the 

answers mean (Halpern, 1998). Walker (2003) suggests that in 

order to promote critical thinking in learners, teachers should 

teach them some strategies. He claims that learners should be 

encouraged to be inquisitive, ask questions, and not believe 

and accept everything they are told. Two other strategies 

suggested by Walker (2003) are classroom discussion and 

debates and written assignments. He further claims that 

thinking develops with practice and evaluation over time by 

using multiple strategies.  

Critical thinking also seems to play a role in language 

teaching and learning. Williams and Burden (1997) claim that 
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learners need to use their minds to observe, think, categorize 

and hypothesis in order to work out how a language operates.  

 

C. Portfolio 

Writing is a process, not a product-oriented task, and 

expressive writing (i.e., exploratory writing) is a form of 

communication closest to that of speech. “Exploratory writing 

takes practice, it is a powerful tool for focusing the mind on a 

problem and stimulating thought” (Bean, 1996) 

Expressive writing creates comfort and confidence in the 

mind of the student. Through creating new writing habits, the 

student overcomes the fear of writing and possibilities for 

creativity and growth open up.  

Assessment in education plays an important role in tying 

instruction to learning to meet certain educational goals 

specified by education administrators and policy makers, and 

to satisfy the demand of stakeholders that include students, 

parents, communities and employers. Assessment works best 

when its purpose is clear, and when it is carefully designed to 

fit that purpose. 

The three main groups of purposes of assessment are to 

assess for learning, to assess as learning and to assess of 

learning (Earl et al., 2006).  The three are inter-related with 

assessment of learning more easily distinguished from 

assessment for and as learning.  

Assessment of learning aims to check students‟ learning, 

usually at the end of a course, and is summative in nature. It 

summaries what students are able to do and what they know in 

comparison with the expected learning outcomes specified in 

the curriculum or how students achieve in relation to other 

students (Earl et al., 2006).  The results of assessments may be 

accessible for public view “as evidence of achievement to 

parents, other educators, the students themselves, and 

sometimes outside groups (e.g. prospective employers and 

other educational institutions)” (Earl et al., 2006, p. 55).   

In contrast, assessment for learning serves to promote 

learning as it progresses via the feedback gathered from the 

assessments. It is formative assessment. Assessment for 

learning is more than just ongoing assessments of students‟ 

progress. It also includes how students can benefit from the 

feedback to help them to further improve in learning (Black 

and Wiliam, 1998; The Assessment Reform Group, 1999; 

Chappuis, Stiggins, Arter & Chappuis, 2003; Stiggins et al., 

2004). Effective assessment for learning requires high quality 

interactions between teachers and students, and between 

students and peers (Learning and Teaching Scotland, 2007). 

Being made aware of their responsibility to make progress, 

students can monitor their learning by evaluating the feedback 

gained from their teacher and peers.   

 

Portfolio assessment places limited boundaries on the role 

of writing in students’ lives and empowers them to take chard 

of their own learning. 

Administering portfolio assessment can be as simple or as 

complicated as the teacher, students, and circumstances 

dictate. In brief, students keep their writings, and as time 

progresses, they select pieces to revise. Teachers hold writing 

conferences with students to aid them in revision strategies. At 

the conclusion of a given time period (e.g., an instructional 

unit, a quarter, or a semester), students and teacher formulate 

criteria for evaluation, and students assemble and submit 

either the entire portfolio or selected revisions. 

Bratcher (1994) emphasizes that “grading” is defined as 

“communication between teacher and student that is designed 

to enhance the student’s writing”. Clear standards for 

evaluation of finished pieces need to be established so that 

communication is clear about the merits and demerits of 

student writing in the eyes of the teacher.  

Portfolio assessment is appropriate for meeting these 

fundamental objectives of stimulating cognitive development, 

inspiring creativity, and promoting student responsibility. De 

Fina (1992) outlines several student-centered objectives of 

portfolio assessment: to examine growth over time, to develop 

a sense of process, to creative a means of self-evaluation, to 

determine individual goals, to empower confidence as 

developing writers, to be presented with real-life learning 

opportunities, and to observe language development.  

 

III. METHOD 

A. Participants 

Participants of the study were 41 students from the 

Department of Educational Management at State University of 

Surabaya, during the third semester of the academic year 

2013/2014. Participants’ ages varied, but all of them were 

adult learners with the mean age being nearly 19. Gender was 

not considered as a moderator variable.  

B. Procedure 

First, the researcher explained the program to the 

participants. The instructor taught the class, using critical 

thinking in academic writing steps.  

TABLE I.  CRITICAL THINKING IN ACADEMIC WRITING STEPS 

 
The researcher checked the assignments and gave the   

comments back to the students. Each writing task was carried 

out in three sequential stages, the preliminary outline, main 

outline and conclusion. These stages were the followings:  

 The Preliminary Outline 

The participants were required to research the topic. In the 

first session, participants were asked to browse the web 

page containing the critical thinking skills lessons where 
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they worked independently to study the lesson set for the 

task of writing and thus learning critical thinking skills. 

Then, participant were asked to write  the text.  

 The Main Outline 

Were encouraged to read a sample model on the topic 

they were to write about. Then, participants were asked to 

organize the information and ideas they had generated in 

the pre-writing stage and to put them in an essay applying 

the critical thinking skills they had learned. 

 The Conclusion 

The participants shared their first drafts with other peers 

this stage allowed time to reflect upon what had been 

written to rethink, re-see, and reshape words and ideas. 

Participants received comments, discussed them further 

with peers and decided what to incorporate in their final 

drafts.  

 

IV. FINDINGS 

The research there are three major findings that will be 

discussed in this section include:  

 Increase in the participants’ self-knowledge after portfolio 

development; participants’ perspectives on their 

educational lives changed after developing a portfolio, 

they expressed: a new sense of self-discovery and 

personal empowerment to achieve future goals.  

 Improved appreciation of the role of reflection in 

recognizing learning; participants confirmed the 

acquisition of better organizational skills as a con-

sequence of portfolio development. The portfolio process 

helped them understand how their learning took place due 

to the need to critically analyze, organize, evaluate, and 

write about their learning from experiences 
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