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ABSTRAK

Pembelajaran bahasa Inggris sebagai bahasa asing (EFL) masih menghadapi tantangan dalam
meningkatkan keterlibatan mahasiswa dan mengembangkan keterampilan berpikir kritis yang
diperlukan pada abad ke-21. Penelitian ini menyelidiki pengaruh Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL)
terhadap keterlibatan siswa dan keterampilan berpikir kritis dalam kelas English as a Foreign
Language (EFL). Dengan menggunakan desain kuasi-eksperimen dengan kelompok kontrol
non-ekuivalen, penelitian ini melibatkan 56 mahasiswa (di Universitas PGRI Semarang) yang
dibagi menjadi kelompok kontrol (n = 28) dan kelompok eksperimen (n = 28). Kelompok
eksperimen menerima pembelajaran melalui pendekatan Inquiry-Based Learning selama satu
semester, sedangkan kelompok kontrol diajar menggunakan metode konvensional yang
berpusat pada guru. Data dikumpulkan menggunakan Kuesioner Keterlibatan Siswa yang
mengukur keterlibatan perilaku, emosional, dan kognitif, serta Tes Berpikir Kritis untuk
menilai keterampilan berpikir tingkat tinggi mahasiswa. Kedua kelompok mengikuti pre-test
dan post-test untuk mengamati perubahan sebelum dan sesudah intervensi. Data dianalisis
menggunakan statistik deskriptif dan inferensial untuk menentukan perbedaan signifikan antar
kelompok. Hasil penelitian menunjukkan bahwa mahasiswa yang mengikuti pembelajaran
berbasis Inquiry-Based Learning menunjukkan tingkat keterlibatan yang lebih tinggi dan
peningkatan keterampilan berpikir kritis yang signifikan dibandingkan dengan mahasiswa pada
kelompok kontrol. Temuan ini menunjukkan bahwa IBL merupakan pendekatan pedagogis
yang efektif untuk mendorong pembelajaran aktif dan keterampilan berpikir tingkat tinggi
dalam konteks EFL.

Kata Kunci: Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL), English As A Foreign Language (EFL),
Keterlibatan Siswa, Keterampilan Berpikir Kritis, Desain Kuasi-Eksperimen, Berpikir Tingkat
Tinggi, Pembelajaran Aktif.

ABSTRACT

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning continues to face challenges in enhancing student
engagement and developing critical thinking skills required in the 21st century. This study
investigates the effect of Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL) on students’ engagement and critical
thinking skills in an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom. Employing a quasi-
experimental design with a non-equivalent control group, the research involved 56
undergraduate students (in Universitas PGRI Semarang) divided into a control group (n = 28)
and an experimental group (n = 28). The experimental group received instruction through the
Inquiry-Based Learning approach for one semester, while the control group was taught using
conventional teacher-centered methods. Data were collected using a Student Engagement
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Questionnaire measuring behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement, as well as a Critical
Thinking Test to assess students’ higher-order thinking skills. Both groups completed pre-tests
and post-tests to examine changes before and after the intervention. The data were analyzed
using descriptive and inferential statistics to determine significant differences between groups.
The findings indicate that students exposed to Inquiry-Based Learning demonstrated higher
levels of engagement and significantly improved critical thinking skills compared to those in
the control group. These results suggest that IBL is an effective pedagogical approach for
fostering active learning and higher-order thinking in EFL contexts.

Keywords: Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL), English As A Foreign Language (EFL), Student
Engagement, Critical Thinking Skills, Quasi-Experimental Design, Higher-Order Thinking,
Active Learning.

INTRODUCTION

The rapid transformation of education in the 2Ist century requires instructional
approaches that actively engage students and promote higher-order thinking skills (Elitasari,
2022; Isma et al., 2023; Puspa et al., 2023). In English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classrooms,
traditional teacher-centered instruction often limits students’ opportunities to participate
meaningfully in the learning process (Apoko, 2025; Indah et al., 2022). Many EFL learners
remain passive recipients of knowledge, which may hinder their engagement and cognitive
development (Murtadho, 2021; Ratri et al., 2025; Riswanto, 2021). As universities aim to
prepare students for complex global communication and problem-solving demands, there is a
growing need for pedagogical models that foster active participation and critical inquiry
(Nguyen et al., 2024; Ulker, 2023).

Student engagement has been widely recognized as a key predictor of academic success
(Guardia et al., 2020; Zurriyati & Mudjiran, 2021). According to engagement theory, learning
becomes meaningful when students are behaviorally involved, emotionally invested, and
cognitively committed to learning tasks (Johnston & Ferguson, 2020; Li, 2025). Behavioral
engagement refers to participation in academic activities, emotional engagement relates to
students’ interest and sense of belonging, and cognitive engagement involves deep learning
strategies and self-regulation (Dellatola et al., 2020). When these three dimensions are
integrated into instructional practice, students are more likely to achieve better academic
outcomes and demonstrate sustained motivation.

Critical thinking skills are equally essential in EFL learning contexts (Facione, 2011;
Procter, 2020; Sutoyo et al., 2023). Scholars describe critical thinking as the ability to analyze
information, evaluate arguments, make reasoned judgments, and solve problems systematically
(Arisoy & Aybek, 2021; Yeh et al., 2023). In language learning, critical thinking enables
students to interpret texts analytically, construct logical arguments, and express ideas
coherently (Agustina & Rini, 2023). However, previous studies indicate that many EFL
classrooms still emphasize memorization and grammatical accuracy rather than analytical
reasoning and reflective thinking. As a result, students’ higher-order thinking skills often
remain underdeveloped.

Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL) offers a theoretical and pedagogical framework that
aligns with constructivist learning theory (Arifiyani et al., 2024; Ditingki et al., 2025; Putri &
Novita, 2024). Rooted in the idea that knowledge is actively constructed by learners, IBL
encourages students to explore questions, investigate problems, and build understanding
through collaboration and reflection (Dewi et al., 2021; Waked et al., 2024). The stages of
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IBL—problem identification, question formulation, investigation, discussion, and reflection—
create opportunities for learners to engage deeply with content (Oktaviah et al., 2021; Pipicano
& Delgado, 2025; Wale & Bogale, 2021). By shifting the classroom dynamic from teacher-
centered to student-centered learning, IBL has the potential to enhance both engagement and
critical thinking skills.

Previous research has demonstrated the positive impact of Inquiry-Based Learning
across various educational settings (Oktaviah et al., 2021; Wale & Bishaw, 2020). Studies
report that IBL can improve students’ motivation, academic achievement, and analytical skills
(Nzomo et al., 2023; Seprie et al., 2025). In EFL contexts, some researchers have found that
inquiry-oriented activities promote deeper comprehension and more meaningful language use.
Furthermore, empirical findings suggest that student-centered approaches contribute to
increased classroom engagement and improved higher-order thinking performance.

Despite these promising findings, limited research has simultaneously examined the
effects of Inquiry-Based Learning on both engagement and critical thinking skills within a
quasi-experimental design in EFL higher education contexts. Many studies focus solely on
academic achievement or language proficiency, while fewer investigations analyze the
combined impact on psychological engagement and cognitive development. Additionally,
research involving structured control and experimental group comparisons remains relatively
scarce.

The novelty of this study lies in its integrated examination of behavioral, emotional, and
cognitive engagement alongside critical thinking skills within a quasi-experimental framework.
By dividing one EFL class into control and experimental groups, this research provides
comparative empirical evidence of the effectiveness of Inquiry-Based Learning. The study
contributes to the growing body of literature by offering a more comprehensive understanding
of how IBL influences both affective and cognitive learning outcomes in university-level EFL
instruction.

Therefore, this study aims to investigate the effect of Inquiry-Based Learning on
students’ engagement and critical thinking skills in an EFL classroom. Specifically, it seeks to
determine whether students exposed to IBL demonstrate significantly higher levels of
engagement and improved critical thinking skills compared to those taught through
conventional methods. The findings are expected to provide pedagogical implications for EFL
instructors seeking innovative strategies to foster active and higher-order learning.

METHODS

This study employed a quasi-experimental research design with a non-equivalent
control group design. The research involved one class consisting of 56 university students
enrolled in an EFL course. The class was divided into two groups: a control group (n = 28) and
an experimental group (n = 28). The experimental group received instruction using Inquiry-
Based Learning (IBL), while the control group was taught using conventional teaching
methods. The participants were 56 undergraduate students enrolled in an EFL course at a private
university. They were divided equally into two groups: 28 students in the control group and 28
students in the experimental group. The grouping was based on existing classroom conditions
rather than random assignment, which characterizes the quasi-experimental nature of the study.

The experimental group was instructed using the Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL)
approach for one semester. The implementation of IBL followed several structured stages,
including problem identification, question formulation, investigation and data gathering,
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discussion and analysis, and finally conclusion and reflection. Through these stages, students
were encouraged to actively explore problems, construct knowledge collaboratively, and reflect
on their learning process. In contrast, the control group received conventional instruction
characterized by teacher-centered explanations, textbook-based learning activities, and
structured exercises, where the teacher played a dominant role in delivering the material.

To measure the effectiveness of the treatment, two main instruments were employed in
this study. A Student Engagement Questionnaire (Fredricks et al., 2004) was used to assess
students’ behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement during the learning process, while
a Critical Thinking Test or Questionnaire (Facione, 1990) was administered to evaluate
students’ critical thinking skills. Both the control and experimental groups were given a pre-
test before the treatment and a post-test after the intervention to determine differences in
engagement and critical thinking skills resulting from the implementation of Inquiry-Based
Learning.

The collected data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics. Mean
scores and standard deviations were calculated to describe students’ performance. An
independent samples t-test was conducted to determine whether there were statistically
significant differences between the control and experimental groups in terms of engagement
and critical thinking skills.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
Result

The results indicate that students in the experimental group who experienced IBL with
Recount Text activities demonstrated higher engagement across all four dimensions compared
to the control group. Behavioral engagement was notably higher (4.3 vs. 3.2), showing that
experimental group students participated more actively, paid better attention, completed tasks
on time, and sought additional information. Emotional engagement also increased (4.5 vs. 3.5),
reflecting greater interest, motivation, and sense of belonging during the inquiry process.
Cognitive engagement improved substantially (4.2 vs. 3.0), suggesting deeper learning,
reflection, and self-regulation. Finally, agentic engagement rose significantly (4.1 vs. 2.8),
indicating that students took more initiative, expressed their ideas, and influenced the learning
process actively. Overall, the experimental group demonstrated more comprehensive
involvement in IBL, confirming the effectiveness of the approach in fostering behavioral,
emotional, cognitive, and agentic engagement.

Table 1. Student Engagement in IBL on Recount Text

Dimension Control Group (%) Experimental Group (%)
Behavioral Engagement 62.6 84.2
Emotional Engagement 63.4 86.4
Cognitive Engagement 60.2 83.2
Agentic Engagement 56.6 81.2

The results presented in Table 1 show that students in the experimental group
demonstrated higher levels of engagement across all dimensions than those in the control group.
Emotional engagement obtained the highest score, followed by behavioral, cognitive, and
agentic engagement. These findings indicate that the implementation of Inquiry-Based
Learning successfully increased students’ motivation, participation, learning involvement, and
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initiative throughout the instructional process. Overall, the results suggest that IBL creates a
more active and student-centered learning environment that supports meaningful engagement
in EFL learning.

In addition to student engagement, this study also examined the effect of Inquiry-Based
Learning on students’ critical thinking skills. Critical thinking was assessed through five
dimensions, namely analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and self-regulation. These
dimensions represent essential higher-order thinking skills that enable students to process
information critically, make reasoned judgments, and reflect on their learning. The results of
students’ critical thinking skills in both the control and experimental groups are presented in
Table 2.

Table 2. Critical Thinking Skills in IBL on Recount Text
Dimension Control Group (%) Experimental Group (%)

Analysis 62.5 84.8
Evaluation 59.5 83.5
Inference 60.5 84.5
Explanation 62.0 85.3
Self-Regulation 59.0 83.0

The results presented in Table 2 reveal that students in the experimental group achieved
higher scores across all dimensions of critical thinking skills compared to those in the control
group. The highest score was found in the explanation dimension, followed by analysis and
inference, indicating that students were able to communicate their reasoning effectively,
identify 1mportant information, and draw conclusions based on available evidence.
Improvements were also observed in evaluation and self-regulation, suggesting that students
became more capable of assessing information critically and reflecting on their own learning
processes. These findings demonstrate that the implementation of Inquiry-Based Learning
contributed positively to the development of students’ higher-order thinking skills in the EFL
classroom.

Overall, the findings indicate that students who participated in Inquiry-Based Learning
outperformed those who received conventional instruction in both student engagement and
critical thinking skills. The experimental group consistently demonstrated higher levels of
participation, motivation, cognitive involvement, and independent learning, as well as stronger
analytical, evaluative, inferential, explanatory, and self-regulatory abilities. These results
provide empirical evidence that Inquiry-Based Learning is an effective instructional approach
for promoting active learning and enhancing higher-order thinking skills in EFL contexts.

Discussion

The results of this study indicate that Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL) significantly
enhanced students’ engagement across behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and agentic
dimensions. Students in the experimental group participated more actively in discussions,
completed tasks on time, asked questions, and independently sought additional information
throughout the learning process. From an emotional perspective, they demonstrated higher
levels of motivation, curiosity, and sense of belonging than those in the control group. Cognitive
and agentic engagement also improved as students were encouraged to reflect on their learning,
connect new knowledge with prior experiences, and contribute to decision-making during
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classroom activities. These findings support previous studies suggesting that inquiry-based
instruction creates a more participatory and student-centered learning environment, leading to
higher levels of engagement and involvement in learning activities (Nguyen et al., 2024;
Dellatola et al., 2020).

Students in the experimental group also demonstrated stronger analytical and evaluative
thinking skills than those in the control group. They were able to identify main ideas, distinguish
relevant from irrelevant information, and recognize underlying assumptions in recount texts.
Furthermore, they showed greater ability to assess the credibility of information, evaluate the
logic of conclusions, and compare different perspectives critically. These findings suggest that
the inquiry process provides meaningful opportunities for students to engage deeply with
learning materials through exploration and investigation. Such results are consistent with
previous research reporting that inquiry-based approaches contribute positively to the
development of critical thinking skills, particularly in the areas of analysis and evaluation (Wale
& Bishaw, 2020; Dewi et al., 2021).

Improvements in critical thinking were also evident in the dimensions of inference,
explanation, and self-regulation. Students were able to draw conclusions based on available
evidence, generate alternative explanations, and identify relationships among pieces of
information encountered during the learning process. In addition, they effectively
communicated the reasoning behind their opinions and reflected on their own understanding.
Enhanced self-regulation indicates that students were not merely passive recipients of
information but actively evaluated and refined their understanding when presented with new
evidence. These findings support the view that inquiry-based learning promotes metacognitive
awareness and reflective thinking, both of which are essential components of higher-order
thinking skills (Yeh et al., 2023; Waked et al., 2024).

Overall, the findings confirm that IBL is an effective instructional approach for
improving both student engagement and critical thinking skills in EFL classrooms. Through
activities such as problem identification, investigation, discussion, and reflection, students are
provided with greater opportunities to construct knowledge independently and collaboratively.
This process not only encourages active participation but also supports the development of
higher-order thinking skills required in the twenty-first century. Therefore, the integration of
inquiry-based learning strategies can serve as a valuable alternative for EFL instructors seeking
to create more active, reflective, and meaningful learning experiences for their students.

CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates that Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL) has a significant positive
impact on both student engagement and critical thinking skills in an EFL classroom. Students
exposed to IBL exhibited higher behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and agentic engagement
compared to those taught through conventional methods. They also showed improved critical
thinking abilities across analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and self-regulation. The
findings indicate that IBL not only motivates students to participate actively but also develops
their higher-order thinking and reflective skills through structured inquiry and collaborative
learning. Pedagogically, these results suggest that incorporating IBL strategies—such as
inquiry-driven tasks, collaborative projects, and reflective exercises—can enhance learning
outcomes by fostering active, autonomous, and critically minded learners. Overall, IBL
provides a practical and effective approach for EFL instructors aiming to cultivate both
engagement and critical thinking in their students.
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