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EFL learners’ writing skill in
language institutes
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This study examined the influence of mobile-assisted critical writing instructions
on EFL learners’ writing skill in language institutes. Ninety EFL learners who were
studying English at three branches of a language institute in Iran took part in
this research. Two equal groups as control and experimental were formed. As
the pretest, a writing task was assigned to the groups which required them
to write an argumentative report. The reports were the participants’ personal
analyses of the contents they had viewed on TV about an important political
issue. After the pretest, the control group received instructions for critical writing
in class without using Instagram. The treatment lasted for 12 weeks. During the
treatment, the control group were asked to watch some TV channels devoted
to news. The experimental group received instructions for critical writing in class
and via Instagram. The treatment lasted for 12 weeks. The experimental group,
who were all Instagram users, were asked to view some Instagram accounts
belonging to famous news agencies. Additionally, an Instagram account was
created by the teacher and they were asked to follow it for receiving instructions
there. When the treatments ended, the posttest was administered. The control
group were required to watch the TV channels and the experimental group
were required to view the Instagram accounts to write an argumentative report
about an important political issue. The reports were the participants’ personal
analyses of the contents they had viewed. Despite having nearly the same
mean scores on the pretest, the two groups’ mean scores on the posttest were
different and the experimental group scored higher than the control group.
Finally, 15 members of the experimental group were interviewed. The focus of
the interview was on the participants’ suggestions and criticisms of the study.
Overall, the experimental group had positive perceptions of the treatment. This
study may have implications for teacher trainers, supervisors, teachers, and
textbook writers.
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Mobile-Assisted Language Learning, writing skill, critical writing, critical thinking,
language institutes, English

1 Introduction

Teaching and learning writing skill needs special attention due to its multifaceted
nature. In spite of its obvious simplicity, learning writing skill requires concentrated
practicable commitment (Zainuddin et al., 2019). Writing is a cognitive process elaborately
connected with thinking skills. Being equipped with critical thinking skills enables students
to guide a continuum of ideas in writing. Writing is the product of associating processes
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of critical thinking and writing itself navigated by certain purposes
accompanied by the writer’s intention (Kamasak et al, 2021).
Yule (2022) argued that language is a means for expressive
communication, enunciating attitudes and feelings, and knowledge
by argumentation. Argumentative writing is the focal point of
language as a tool of argumentation which ascertains whether
a statement is valid or not. Argumentative writing comprises
deductive and inductive approaches which utilize varied strategies
to persuade the audiences to accept the attitude presented in the text
(Bean and Melzer, 2021). There is a noticeable connection between
critical thinking and argumentation. Organization of claims
pertains to argumentation in critical thinking which is the basis for
making logical conclusions (Graham et al., 2020). Elder and Paul
(2020) asserted that analysis, evaluation, and presenting convincing
arguments constitute critical thinking which is a prerequisite for
argumentative writing. Since students should persuasively present
their ideas and also encounter opposing attitudes. Critical thinking
skills could be developed by focused discussions specifically those
facilitated by teachers. In the discussions, students can articulate
their attitudes, inquire assumptions, and demand elucidation on
complicated issues.

Critical writing concentrates on the author’s learning
experiences to identify their importance and meanings primarily
for the author. Critical writing is not neutral in knowledge
reproduction. Rather, it is a means that could be utilized to foster
varied desirous qualities of learning and knowledge production.
According to Zhu et al. (2020), argumentative writing is a social
and verbal action which offers a justification to support or
oppose an idea by utilizing convincing techniques to direct the
audiences’ minds toward rejecting or accepting a certain proposal.
Some previous studies have shown that becoming involved in
critical writing associates the students with academic language
use. Consequently, the learning process becomes more active
and students’ academic identity develops as well (Gee, 2002;
Gibson et al.,, 2016; Granville and Dison, 2005). Several studies
concentrated on how critical writing might assist metacognitive
development of students (Lew and Schmidt, 2011; Menz and
Xin, 2016). Carstens (2012) showed how students’ critical writing
helped them to become independent learners. Therefore, to achieve
academic success, it is vital that students understand learning
processes and their own learning strategies. This conception of
their meta-learning may also assist them to control and evaluate
their learning (Colthorpe et al., 2018). It could be concluded that
critical writing assignments could facilitate students’ metacognitive
development and academic skills (Badenhorst et al., 2020; Dean
O’Loughlin and Miller Griffith, 2020; Ono and Ichii, 2019; Redwine
et al.,, 2017; Sweet et al., 2019; Szenes and Tilakaratna, 2020).

To deal with the complexity of problems caused by the
fast development of technology, learning critical thinking is
increasingly required (Ulger, 2018). Thus, educational systems are
expected to teach critical thinking to students (Ali and Awan,
2021; Alotaibi, 2013; Ulger, 2018). Based on the results of the
previous studies, there is a positive correlation between critical
thinking dispositions and critical thinking skills (Ali and Awan,
2021; Kirmizi et al., 2015). Therefore, critical thinking disposition is
of equal significance as critical thinking skill (Facione, 2015). Davies
(2013) argued that even though it is widely accepted that teaching
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critical thinking to students is an essential goal of education, critical
thinking skills have not been taught to the desired extent. To
change this situation, a major shift in educational paradigms, public
investment in teacher education, and policies on school curricula is
required (Alandejani, 2021; Al-Zou’bi, 2021; Patonah et al., 2021).
It is necessary that education policy makers consider disciplines at
how to develop students’ critical thinking rather than concentrating
on individual subjects continuously (Behar-Horenstein and Niu,
2011). According to Nesi and Gardner (2006), teaching critical
thinking and argumentative skills is mainly pursued in academic
courses. Nonetheless, in spite of the significance of argumentative
writing in academic contexts, many studies in both L1/L2 writing
contexts have revealed the difficulties that students encounter to
learn argumentative writing skills (Abdollahzadeh et al., 2017;
Altinmakas and Bayyurt, 2019; Divsar and Amirsoleimani, 2021;
Qin and Karabacak, 2010; Saprina et al, 2020; Sundari and
Febriyanti, 2021).

With regard to the developing technology in 21th century, life
encourages us to be a sophisticated person in the field of academia.
This requires integrating technology into the process of teaching
and learning. Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL) is the
most proven technology which is currently used to make education
easy, efficient, and creative. Unlike classroom education, in MALL
learners are not obliged to attend classes or sit in front of a
computer to learn the educational materials. They only need to
have a mobile device to learn wherever they want without any
restrictions in terms of time and place (Miangah and Nezarat,
2012). Today, most people are users of social media, thus, social
media could be utilized for language learning (Al-Jarrah et al,
2019). Recently, many scholars have paid noticeable attention
to MALL. They have worked on the possibilities and barriers
of MALL such as the effect of mobile learning on academia,
technologies of MALL, and educational environments. It has been
proven that smartphones can be utilized for learning English due
to the accessibility of many applications like WhatsApp, Viber,
Line, Telegram, and Instagram which could be utilized in this field
(Cakmak, 2019; Rajendran and Yunus, 2021). Social media are not
only used as a medium of instruction, but they also encourage
and enhance learning by providing teachers and learners with new
and exciting ways for teaching and learning (Mansoor, 2016). By
the use of social media, teachers constantly have access to their
students. Students can also engage in collaborative dialogs with
their teachers and peers, exchange ideas, and find answers to
their questions (Lunden, 2014; Mansoor and Abd-Rahim, 2017).
According to recent studies in the field of MALL, Instagram is an
effective tool for teaching and learning. It provides learners with
opportunities to practice language, maximizes input, and enhances
accuracy (Erarsalan, 2019; Fathi, 2018; Wahyudin and Mulya Sari,
2018).

Recently, there have been developments in the field of critical
thinking which have resulted in a rise in interest to explore EFL
learners’ critical writing. It is becoming more and more important
to focus on EFL learners’ critical thinking abilities (Warsah
et al,, 2021). During recent years, teacher-centered perspective
has changed to a student-centered one. Nowadays, learners are
responsible for their learning. They are supposed to use language
learning strategies effectively and be aware of their own individual
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needs (Teng, 2020). The findings of several studies have shown
that utilizing Instagram helped ESL/EFL learners to improve their
writing skill (Erarsalan, 2019; Handayani, 2016; Manaroinsong,
2018; Pujiati et al., 2019; Wulandari, 2019). There is a need for
empirical evidence to prove the effectiveness of mobile-assisted
critical writing instructions on EFL learners’ writing skill in
language institutes. In addition, it is important to investigate
EFL learners’ perceptions of employing a mobile-assisted critical
writing approach in language institutes. Furthermore, to the best
of our knowledge, the effect of EFL learners gender on their
performance on writing tests after receiving mobile-assisted critical
writing instructions has never been investigated. Therefore, with
the aim of filling the existing gap, the following questions navigated
the study:

1. Does any significant difference exist between the writing
proficiency of EFL learners who receive mobile-assisted
critical writing instructions and EFL learners who are
instructed through a traditional approach?

2. What are EFL learners perspectives on receiving mobile-
assisted critical writing instruction?

3. Do male and female EFL learners perform differently
on writing tests after receiving mobile-assisted critical
writing instruction?

2 Review of literature

2.1 Theoretical background

Vygotsky (1978) argued that human learning is connected
with social and cultural environment. He considered people as
conscious individuals continuously interacting with people around
them. The theory of scaffolding was developed within the Zone
of Proximal Development (ZPD) which was based on Vygotsky’s
sociocultural theory. The fundamental idea of this theory is that
a more knowledgeable individual assists knowledge acquisition
of a less knowledgeable individual. The metaphor of scaffolding
refers to the contemporary assistance given to learners which
disappears when learners do not need it (Boblett, 2012; Schwieter,
2010). The explicit instruction within an academic context becomes
possible by scaffolding. Scaffolding is a flexible, adaptable, and
changeable manner of instruction (Riazi and Rezaii, 2011). The
type of assistance given to learners depends on the features of a
particular pedagogical context and scaffolding is not utilized the
same way in different contexts (Van de Pol et al., 2010). Vygotsky
(1978) stated that scaffolding writing empowers the less proficient
individuals to change misunderstandings, fill in the lacunas in
comprehension, make connections between new information and
previously acquired information, and develop new problem-solving
skills. Lidz (1991) declared that scaffolding learning was teachers’
adjustment of the instructions complexity to facilitate learners’
task expertise and motivating them to move forward when they
feel ready. In the process of scaffolding, a teacher recognizes what
is easy or demanding for a learner and then guides the learner
through a continuous and longitudinal plan of action (Van Lier,
1996). Bruner (1985) asserted that scaffolding by teacher does not
mean to make the assignment easier; rather, it means to make the
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maximum of the assignment possible with assistance. Vygotsky
(1987) believed that learners’ background knowledge should not
be central to teachers; rather, teachers’ concentration should be
centered on learners’ progress in tomorrow.

2.2 Critical thinking and critical writing

According to Sternberg and Halpern (2020), critical thinking
is a reflective and methodical process for making decisions
which has five key aspects: employing sound reasons, awareness
of seeking and engaging valid reasons with reflective thinking,
thinking guided toward a particular goal, making decisions
based on assessing behaviors or statements, and dispositions
and cognitive abilities to use competence. However, still there is
no consensus considering the best method for teaching critical
thinking instructions. Critical thinking is mainly taught through a
combined course-learning curriculum. Integrating critical thinking
into writing instructions is a process connected with the ability
to think creatively (Cui and Teo, 2023; Onoda, 2022; Zhang
et al., 2022). Bezanilla et al. (2019) argued that critical thinking
could be improved through writing since writing facilitates analysis
and interpretation of gathered data. This process is rooted in
metacognitive strategies. According to Lavoie et al. (2020) critical
thinking is a fundamental component of writing which enables
students to guide a spectrum of ideas. Writing is the product of
associating processes of writing and critical thinking navigated
by certain purposes aligned with the author’s intention. Kasim
et al. (2022) substantiated this concept by declaring that writing
represents organized ideas on a subject disentangling the author’s
critical thinking. McTighe and Schollenberger (1985) argued that
critical thinking is necessary for argumentative writing due to three
reasons: (a) increasing demand for knowledge and technology,
(b) students’ inadequate thinking and metacognitive skills, and (c)
the prevalence of the teacher-centered approach in pedagogical
contexts. Among various types of writing, argumentative writing
is considered as the most challenging one (Grabe and Kaplan,
1996; Siregar et al,, 2021). In ESL/EFL courses, argumentative
writing has long been on the periphery. Nowadays, it is widely
accepted that ESL/EFL learners’ argumentative writing should be
assessed as a way of evaluating their writing proficiency in English.
Argumentative writing is an integral part of language proficiency
development, because it empowers ESL/EFL learners to represent
their ideas and defend them in academic and professional contexts
(Yule, 2022). According to Yamin and Purwati (2020) critical
thinking skill was vital in writing instructions since it enabled the
learners to build a sense of criticism toward any subjects. Ferrett
(1997) asserted that a good critical thinker is a good writer because
the outcome of critical thinking is a good piece of writing. The
process of critical thinking begins with conception, analysis, and
evaluation of ideas before drawing conclusion in written form.

All of the features of persuasive writing exist in critical writing
from two perspectives: (a) an author represents an evaluation and
provides an alternative interpretation of the text, and (b) critical
writing contains critique, debate, disagreement, and evaluation.
Based on critical writing principles, authors are required to
propagate academic voices that contain a healthy specticism,
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confidence, critical conclusion, opinions, and an adequate and
fair evaluation of a given subject (Atag, 2015). Nevertheless,
cynicism, cockiness, arrogance, dismissiveness, opinionatedness,
randomness, prejudice, and unsupported assertions are not
tolerated by critical writing (Wellington et al., 2005). Being critical
does not mean to criticize in a negative manner. Critical analysis
of a text means to question the information and ideas that it
presents in order to evaluate its overall worth. Critical writing does
not simply mean to transform a writer’s knowledge in a way that
includes general or specific point of views; rather, it refers to going
beyond generalizations toward transferring the writer’s critical
thinking. Critical writing demands the authors to analyze, interpret,
and evaluate information to presents their ideas and evidence and
draw mindful conclusions in their writing (Carroll and Wilson,
2014). Writers face many difficulties in constructing the form and
content of a piece of writing. In argumentative writing, a piece of
writing should be in line with academic standards and its content
should be supported by logical arguments and factual examples
(Beniche et al., 2021).

2.3 Mobile-Assisted Language Learning

Burston (2014) defined MALL as a method which advocates
the use of accessible and portable tools for language learning.
Burston (2013) argued that MALL concentrates on utilizing digital
dictionaries, cellphones, and music players. Because of their
widespread ownership and use, smartphones have become the
main choice among MALL application developers (Burston, 2014).
Recent evidence has shown that using smartphone applications can
improve autonomous learning (Howlett and Waemusa, 2019). Tt
has been claimed that in comparison with other teachers, language
teachers have shown more enthusiasm toward employing MALL
(Youngkyun et al., 2017). MALL has been widely studied by many
researchers. Duman et al. (2015) reviewed the studies conducted
from 2000 up to 2012 and found that this area of research constantly
grew with the growth of smartphones as the most often used
media and vocabulary as the most researched topic. As a result
of globalization, English has widely spread all around the world
for sharing and exchanging information, news, and knowledge. In
this regard, social media tools are one of the most considerable
advancements, because individuals can interact with each other.
Social media tools can be integrated with academia, thus, it can
be concluded that using social media with language teaching and
learning empowers students to make progression in learning. As a
result, students feel more interested and enthusiast to socialize and
communicate with others and enjoy their classes (Al-Ali, 2014).

2.4 Using Instagram for language learning

Even though plenty of studies have explored the educational
functions of Facebook and Twitter, this point should be considered
that young generations are consistently migrating to Instagram
from other popular Social Networking Systems (SNSs) (Lomicka
and Lord, 2016). Thus, it is important to investigate the influence
of using Instagram on ESL/EFL learners’ English learning. In
2010, Instagram was launched as a photo sharing platform and
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as a result of several updates which have been made so far, new
features such as video and story sharing have been added to it.
These new updates over the time contributed to the increasing
popularity of Instagram (Ellison, 2017). Handayani (2016) argued
that by utilizing Instagram learners can share their ideas and
information on different subjects and participate in group activities
by viewing others’ comments on photos or videos. Instagram
can be utilized for conducting activities like digital storytelling
and practicing grammar through photos and videos. Instagram
can also be used for teaching vocabulary and the four language
skills (Handayani, 2016). Soviyah and Etikaningsih (2018) used
Instagram to teach writing skill and found that using Instagram
had a positive influence on the learners’ writing skill. In another
study, Purnama (2018) reported that using Instagram enhanced
the students’ motivation for learning and their participation in
classroom activities. Likewise, Mansoor and Abd-Rahim (2017)
reported that using Instagram encouraged the learners to do
group work and have interaction and collaboration with their
classmates. Al-Ali (2014) investigated the integration of Instagram
in EFL classroom. The study was concentrated on speaking
and writing skills. The findings showed that Instagram was
effective in providing the learners with individualized learning
experiences. Furthermore, using Instagram formed a strong sense
of community among the learners. Accordingly, there is a need
for conduction of new studies to determine the capacities that
Instagram has to be used for language education (Lomicka and
Lord, 2016). By utilizing Instagram, students experience learning
in an authentic environment which is motivating for them. Since
what they express and declare is based on their personal life
experiences (Listiani, 2016). Moreover, users have the opportunity
to read and write through photo description, comments, and
direct messages as well as enhancing their vocabulary and
grammatical knowledge (Alnujaidi, 2016). According to Al-Ali
(2014), familiarizing learners with Instagram is beneficial to
them. As it can decrease the stress they experience by utilizing
unfamiliar tools for educational activities. Likewise, Wiktor (2012)
argued that Instagram can positively influence learners’ special
intelligence and linguistic intelligence. Erarsalan (2019) conducted
a study to explore university students’ opinions about Instagram
as an educational platform with respect to language learning
purposes. Based on the findings of the study, Instagram was
the most frequently utilized social media platform among the
participants and they had positive attitudes toward employing
it for pedagogical purposes and language learning. Furthermore,
analyzing the learners’ achievement scores revealed that Instagram
positively influenced the learners’ language learning. In another
study, Gonlul (2019) aimed to explore how English language
learners used Instagram for language learning purposes and know
their opinions and experiences of utilizing it as a Mobile-Assisted
Language Learning (MALL) tool. Based on the results of the study,
most of the participants reported that they were actively using
Instagram for English language learning purposes and followed
certain Instagram accounts devoted to English language learning.
The author reported that there was a positive correlation between
high language learning motivation and the increased use of
technology (as in Cluster 1), and between the use of technology
and the increased language learning motivation (as in Cluster 2).
The second purpose of the study was to investigate the learners’
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opinions about using Instagram and the experiences they had in
terms of utilizing it for informal language learning. The learners’
overall opinions about utilizing Instagram were positive and they
virtually regarded Instagram as a motivating and interesting mobile
learning tool. They also considered Instagram as an easy and
convenient way for improving their overall communication skills.

2.5 Review of two pertinent studies

Awada et al. (2019) investigated the impact of student
team achievement division through WebQuest on EFL learners’
argumentative writing skills and their educators’ attitudes toward
it. The study was conducted based on a mixed-methods pretest-
posttest control-experimental group design. Six intact rhetoric
classes were randomly assigned to two conditions as control and
experimental. The experimental group received argumentative
writing instructions integrating Student Team Achievement
Division Inquiry-Based Technological Model (STADIBTM), while
their counterparts in the control group were instructed utilizing the
same argumentative instructions without STADIBTM. The authors
claimed that the treatment delivered to the experimental group was
more effective than the treatment delivered to the control group.
The teachers’ had positive perceptions of utilizing STADIBTM
for teaching argumentative writing. However, the authors did not
investigate the experimental group’s perceptions of the treatment
they had received. Conducting interviews and gathering qualitative
data could assist the researchers to know the participants’ needs
and desires. Consequently, the continuation of the instructions
for upcoming semesters would be more successful. Additionally,
the scholars working in the field of teaching writing skill would
benefit from the participants” assertions and plan good schedules
for teaching writing.

Ghanbari and Salari (2022) conducted a study to investigate
Iranian EFL undergraduate students’ perceptions of argumentative
essay and the difficulties they faced in writing argumentative essays
identified by their teachers. They also analyzed the structure of
argumentative writing by Iranian EFL undergraduate students.
The authors claimed that the way the students perceived the
argumentative essay showed that they had scant knowledge about
the concept of argumentative writing. The problem that was most
frequently mentioned by the participating educators concerned
lack of structure in the learners’ argumentative essays. In fact,
the educators stated that the learners could not classify their
perspectives into a reasonable structure. The essays were not well-
organized to present the writers’ ideas coherently. Additionally, the
learners could not state their claims in a sensible argumentative
structure. The teachers declared that the next most frequent
problem in the essays was lack of evidence. The learners had
used their own personal or popular attitudes instead of using
sources to support their claims. The students also had failed to
select the right information to be included in their essays and
had used lots of irrelevant information which were misleading
to their line of argumentation and did not help the argument.
The next problem most frequently mentioned by the instructors
was the students’ inability to critically assess the information.
The students were not able to provide relevant evidence, analyze
the information critically, and represent inclusive and coherent
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arguments. The educators also stated that the students’ English
proficiency level was low which prevented them from writing
argumentative essays in English. They declared that English
programs in Iranian EFL context concentrated on enhancing
students’ proficiency in basic language skills. The next difficulty
that the participants had encountered pertained to their lack of
experience in terms of L1 and L2 pre-university writing. They
were not familiar with argumentative writing which caused them
to write explanatory essays instead of argumentative essays. The
teachers believed that the learners’ first writing practices in English
had occurred at university and English language teaching in Iran
had followed a grammar-translation method focusing on reading
comprehension. The lack of experience and the traditional method
of teaching English were two effective factors which resulted in
the learners’ poor performances in writing argumentative essays.
The last problem mentioned by the educators was ignoring the
priority of argumentative writing both by teachers and the national
curriculum. Explicit instruction had not been considered for
argumentative writing and it had been regarded as a genre like other
essay types. Moreover, some teachers asserted that many Iranian
EFL teachers had scant knowledge about argumentation. However,
the authors have not provided any explanations about the design
of the study and the procedure utilized for its conduction. The
authors have not provided any information about the participants’
background academic knowledge in terms of English proficiency
for EFL learners and professional competence and expertise for
the teachers. There is no information available about the writing
instructions delivered to the students or the educational materials
which were taught during the course.

3 Materials and methods
3.1 Participants

Ninety EFL learners who were studying English at three
branches of a language institute located in Iran with a limited age
range (21-23) including 49 females and 41 males took part in this
research. They were selected through convenience sampling and
shared the same L1 which was Persian. Based on their scores on
DIALANG, two equal groups (in terms of number and English
proficiency) as control and experimental were formed.

3.2 Instrumentation

3.2.1 Homogeneity test

The learners proficiency in English was checked by
administering DIALANG. DIALANG assesses reading, listening,
writing, grammar, and vocabulary. DIALANG tests its users’
proficiency level in 14 European languages. It is only utilized as
a diagnosis test and its usage for purposes other than diagnosis
is rejected by its inventors. DIALANG provides its users with
feedback and reviews their answers to the test items. Users’
proficiency level is determined based on the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). Based on CEFR,
levels of proficiency are categorized as Al (Breakthrough), A2
(Wastage), Bl (Threshold), B2 (Vantage), C1 (Effective Operational
Proficiency), and C2 (Mastery). In order to check the participants’

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1465765
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Zalani et al.

homogeneity in terms of English proficiency and assign them to the
control experimental groups, they were asked to consult https://
dialangweb.lancaster.ac.uk and take the test. They were required to
send the results to the teacher via e-mail. Then the learners were
assigned to two equal groups as experimental and control based on
their scores on DIALANG.

3.2.2 Pretest

The teacher assigned a writing task to the control and
experimental groups (Supplementary Appendix A). The task
required the learners to write an argumentative report (using
Microsoft Word Document) containing 2,000-2,500 words. The
reports were the participants’ personal analyses of the contents
they had viewed on TV about an important political issue. The two
groups were asked to watch some TV channels devoted to news.
The channels introduced to them were Euronews, BBC, VOA,
CNN, Reuters, Foxnews, and France 24-En. The participants sent
the tests” results to their teacher via e-mail. For coding the pretest
scores, the teacher rated the responses by using the IELTS marking
scheme for writing.

3.2.3 Educational materials and instructions
3.2.3.1 Control group

The control group received instructions for critical writing
in class without using Instagram. They were studying their
coursebooks during the semester which were Evolve 6 and Oxford
Word Skills (Upper-Intermediate-Advanced Vocabulary). Moreover,
Goatly and Hiradhar (2016), Critical Reading and Writing in the
Digital Age: An Introductory Coursebook (2nd edition), was taught
in addition to the coursebooks. The treatment lasted for 12 weeks
each week for two sessions and each session for 2h. The teacher
prepared summaries of each unit of the book and presented
them during 30 min in each session. The 30-min-instruction was
delivered at the beginning of each session and the rest of time
(90 min) was devoted to teaching the coursebooks. The control
group were asked to watch some TV channels devoted to news.
The channels introduced to them were Euronews, BBC, VOA,
CNN, Reuters, Foxnews, and France 24-En. The control group were
asked to watch the channels daily on TV to view videos about
political subjects. An important political issue that the participants
had viewed some contents about prior to the upcoming session
would become the subject of classroom discussion. The teacher
and all the students would participate in the discussion to identify
the strategies used for making and presenting the contents in the
channels to have the most influential impact on the audiences’
minds. Moreover, the participants were required to deliver an
argumentative report before the first weekly session every week.
The reports were the participants’ personal analyses of the contents
they had viewed about the predetermined political issue. The
participants were required to write the reports (using Microsoft
Word Document) and the reports had to contain 1000 to 1500
words. The reports were delivered to the teacher via email before
the first weekly session. The researchers would divide the reports
among themselves and comment on them. The reports would
be sent back to the participants after the second weekly session.
By receiving comments on their reports, the participants would
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have the opportunity to know their weaknesses and improve their
next report.

3.2.3.2 Experimental group

The experimental group received instructions for critical
writing in class and via Instagram. They were studying their
coursebooks during the semester which were Evolve 6 and Oxford
Word Skills (Upper-Intermediate-Advanced Vocabulary). Moreover,
Goatly and Hiradhar (2016), Critical Reading and Writing in
the Digital Age: An Introductory Coursebook (2nd edition), was
taught in addition to the coursebooks. The treatment lasted
for 12 weeks each week for two sessions and each session for
2h. The teacher prepared summaries of each unit of the book
and presented them during 30 min in each session. The 30-min
instruction was delivered at the beginning of each session and the
rest of time (90 min) was devoted to teaching the coursebooks.
The experimental group, who were all Instagram users, were
asked to view @euronews, @bbc, @voa, @cnn, @reuters, @foxnews,
and @france24_en on Instagram daily with the aim of watching
videos about political subjects presented in the accounts and
analyzing the analyses presented there. These Instagram accounts
are very active and upload posts, stories, and reels every day.
They belong to the most famous press agencies in the world.
The contents of the accounts are devoted to political news and
issues. These accounts have many followers who comment on
the posts and also have interaction in the comments section.
Critical instructions mostly focus on political and social issues,
thus, these accounts were suitable for training the experimental
group. An important political issue that the participants had
viewed some contents about prior to the upcoming session would
become the subject of classroom discussion. The teacher and all
the participants would participate in the discussion to identify
the strategies used for making and presenting the contents in
the Instagram accounts to have the most influential impact on
the audiences’ minds. Moreover, the participants were required to
deliver an argumentative report before the first weekly session every
week. The reports were the participants’ personal analyses of the
contents they had viewed about the predetermined political issue.
The participants were required to write reports (using Microsoft
Word Document) and the reports had to contain 1,000-1,500
words. The reports were delivered to the teacher via email before
the first weekly session. The researchers would divide the reports
among themselves and comment on them. The reports would
be send back to the participants after the second weekly session.
By receiving comments on the reports, the participants would
have the opportunity to know their weaknesses and improve their
next report. Additionally, an Instagram account was created by
the teacher and the posts, reels, and stories adopted from some
Instagram accounts available in Instagram Explore were re-shared
there. The experimental group were required to follow the account
and participate in the process and interact with their peers and the
researchers. The content was mostly adopted from the accounts
active in social and political news and issues, but they were not as
famous as the ones mentioned earlier. Hence, it was not easy for
the participants to find the accounts and view what they presented.
The teacher eased the process of finding new contents by searching
and obtaining the materials and presenting them in the account of
the class. The teacher would upload questions in stories and the
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learners were required to write their answers and reply the stories.
The teacher would read all the messages received and answer them.
The responses were also uploaded as stories by hiding the users’
names until all the participants could see their classmates’ responses
and the teacher’s explanations. The teacher also made some videos
using Inshot application. In the videos, the teacher provided some
explanations on the videos which were presented in @euronews,
@bbc, @voa, @cnn, @reuters, @foxnews, and @france24_en and
the account of the class. It was a way of online learning where
the students could see their teacher explaining critical writing
instructions in a context other than classroom setting. The teacher
also held meetings once a week in Instagram Live and the learners
could interact with their teacher and peers by talking in the Live
via their cameras or commenting on the Live while others were
speaking. The teacher adopted a turn taking strategy and each
session was devoted to letting four students attend the live by
their cameras on and interacting with their teacher. The comments
under each Instagram post uploaded in the classroom account were
also an opportunity for writing skill. Everybody was supposed to
write his/her comments regarding the uploaded post and then the
interactions among the learners and the teacher would begin.

3.2.4 Posttest

The teacher assigned a writing task to the control and
The task
required the learners to write an argumentative report (using
Microsoft Word Document) containing 2,000-2,500 words.
The reports were the participants personal analyses of the
contents they had viewed on TV for the control group, and

experimental groups (Supplementary Appendix B).

on Instagram for the experimental group about an important
political issue. The control group were asked to watch some TV
channels devoted to news. The channels introduced to them
were Euronews, BBC, VOA, CNN, Reuters, Foxnews, and France
24-En. The experimental group were required to view @euronews,
@bbc, @voa, @cnn, @reuters, @foxnews, and @france24_en
on Instagram to check the posts and stories concerning the
predetermined political issue. They were supposed to study
the political analyses presented in the Instagram accounts and
write a piece of argumentative writing about the analyses they
had studied on the issue. The participants sent the tests’ results
to their teacher via e-mail. For coding the posttest scores, the
teacher rated the responses by using the IELTS marking scheme
for writing.

3.2.5 Interview

As the final phase of this study, 15 members of the experimental
group were interviewed (Supplementary Appendix C). The 15
learners were chosen based on their marks on the posttest. Five of
them were the top five high scorers, the other five ones were middle-
scorers, and the last five ones had scored the lowest in the group. To
provide the participants with the opportunity to state their attitudes
and express their emotions precisely, the researchers conducted the
interviews in the participants’ native language which was Persian.
So, their English proficiency would not be an obstacle preventing
them from declaring their attitudes precisely. Each interview lasted
30 min which was recorded and transcribed verbatim. The teacher
translated the interviews into English and the other researchers
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checked the transcripts to make sure that they were translated
appropriately. The focus of the interview was on the participants’
suggestions and criticisms of the study.

3.3 Procedure

The design of this study was Nonrandomized Control Group,
Pretest-Posttest design (Ary et al., 2019). Ninety EFL learners who
were studying English at three branches of a language institute
located in Iran with a limited age range (21-23) including 49
females and 41 males took part in this research. They were selected
through convenience sampling and shared the same L1 which
was Persian. Based on their scores on DIALANG, two equal
groups were formed as control and experimental. Then as the
pretest, the teacher assigned a writing task to the control and
experimental groups. The task required the learners to write an
argumentative report. The report was the participants’ personal
analyses of the contents they had viewed on TV about an important
political issue. The two groups were asked to watch some TV
channels devoted to news. The channels introduced to them
were Euronews, BBC, VOA, CNN, Reuters, Foxnews, and France
24-En. The participants sent the tests’ results to their teacher
via email. For coding the pretest scores, the teacher rated the
responses by using the IELTS marking scheme for writing. The
control group received instructions for critical writing in class
without using Instagram. They were studying their coursebooks
during the semester which were Evolve 6 and Oxford Word Skills
(Upper-Intermediate-Advanced Vocabulary). Moreover, Goatly and
Hiradhar (2016), Critical Reading and Writing in the Digital Age:
An Introductory Coursebook (2nd edition), was taught in addition
to the coursebooks. The treatment lasted for 12 weeks each week
for two sessions and each session for 2 h. The control group were
asked to watch some TV channels devoted to news. The channels
introduced to them were Euronews, BBC, VOA, CNN, Reuters,
Foxnews, and France 24-En. The control group were asked to
watch the channels daily on TV to view videos about political
subjects. An important political issue that the participants had
viewed some contents about prior to the upcoming session would
become the subject of classroom discussion. The teacher and all
the students would participate in the discussion to identify the
strategies used for making and presenting the contents in the
channels to have the most influential impact on the audiences’
minds. Moreover, the participants were required to deliver an
argumentative report before the first weekly session every week.
The reports were the participants’ personal analyses of the contents
they had viewed about the predetermined political issue. The
reports were delivered to the teacher via email before the first
weekly session. The researchers would divide the reports among
themselves and comment on them. The reports would be sent
back to the participants after the second weekly session. By
receiving comments on their reports, the participants would have
the opportunity to know their weaknesses and improve their next
report. The experimental group received instructions for critical
writing in class and via Instagram. They were studying their
coursebooks during the semester which were Evolve 6 and Oxford
Word Skills (Upper-Intermediate-Advanced Vocabulary). Moreover,
Goatly and Hiradhar (2016), Critical Reading and Writing in
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the Digital Age: An Introductory Coursebook (2nd edition), was
taught in addition to the coursebooks. The treatment lasted for
12 weeks each week for two sessions and each session for 2h.
The experimental group, who were all Instagram users, were asked
to view @euronews, @bbc, @voa, @cnn, @reuters, @foxnews, and
@france24_en on Instagram daily with the aim of watching videos
about political subjects presented in the accounts and analyzing
the analyses presented there. An important political issue that the
participants had viewed some contents about prior to the upcoming
session would become the subject of classroom discussion. The
teacher and all the participants would participate in the discussion
to identify the strategies used for making and presenting the
contents in the Instagram accounts to have the most influential
impact on the audiences’ minds. Moreover, the participants were
required to deliver an argumentative report before the first weekly
session every week. The reports were the participants’ personal
analyses of the contents they had viewed about the predetermined
political issue. The reports were delivered to the teacher via email
before the first weekly session. The researchers would divide the
reports among themselves and comment on them. The reports
would be send back to the participants after the second weekly
session. By receiving comments on the reports, the participants
would have the opportunity to know their weaknesses and improve
their next report. Additionally, an Instagram account was created
by the teacher and the posts, reels, and stories adopted from
some Instagram accounts available in Instagram Explore were re-
shared there. The experimental group were required to follow
the account and participate in the process and interact with
their peers and the researchers. When the treatments ended, the
teacher assigned a writing task to the control and experimental
groups as the posttest. The task required the participants to
write an argumentative report. The reports were the participants’
personal analyses of the contents they had viewed on TV for
the control group, and on Instagram for the experimental group
about an important political issue. The control group were asked
to watch some TV channels devoted to news. The channels
introduced to them were Euronews, BBC, VOA, CNN, Reuters,
Foxnews, and France 24-En. The experimental group were required
to view @euronews, @bbc, @voa, @cnn, @reuters, @foxnews,
and @france24_en on Instagram to check the posts and stories
concerning the predetermined political issue. They were supposed
to study the political analyses presented in the Instagram accounts
and write a piece of argumentative writing about the analyses they
had studied on the issue. The participants sent the tests’ results to
their teacher via e-mail. For coding the posttest scores, the teacher
rated the responses by using the IELTS marking scheme for writing.
Finally, 15 members of the experimental group were interviewed
(Supplementary Appendix C). The focus of the interview was on
the participants’ suggestions and criticisms of the study. The stages
of the procedure can be viewed in Figure 1.

3.4 Data analysis
First, the descriptive statistics (including the means and

standard deviations) of the tests were calculated for the two
groups. Afterward, to answer the research question (1), the
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Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) was used. In this study, group
membership was the independent variable with two levels (i.e.
experimental and control) and the participants’ scores on the
posttest were considered as the dependent variable. Additionally,
the learners’ marks on the pretest were considered as the covariate
to partial out their background knowledge of the educational
materials. For answering the research question (2), 15 members
of the experimental group were interviewed and their assertions
were analyzed. Each interview lasted 30 min which was recorded
and transcribed verbatim. The focus of the interview was on
the participants’ suggestions and criticisms of the study. For
answering the research question (3), the experimental group’s
marks on the posttest were analyzed to find any statistically
significant difference between the performances of males and
females on the posttest. To this end, males and females were
regarded as two separate groups and the Independent Samples t-test
was run.

4 Results

4.1 Research question (1)

The first research question was “Does any significant difference
exist between the writing proficiency of EFL learners who receive
mobile-assisted critical writing instructions and EFL learners who
are instructed through a traditional approach?”. Before starting the
treatments, the pretest was administered to the two groups. Data
collected from the participants’ scores on the pretest were analyzed.
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the pretest.

Table 1 shows the mean scores and standard deviations of the
experimental group (M = 15.98, SD = 2.55) and the control group
(M = 16.91, SD = 2.20) on the pretest. As it can be viewed from
the data presented in Table 1, the performance of the control group
was slightly better than their counterparts in the experimental
group. To examine whether there was any statistically significant
difference between the two groups, the Independent Samples t-test
was run. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of the Independent
Samples ¢-test for the pretest.

As viewed in Table 2, the results of the Independent Samples
t-test were not significant [t(4g) = —1.388, p = 0.149] since the
p-value was >0.05. Thus, the participants of the two groups had
similar performances on the pretest and were considered at a same
level of proficiency.

After the treatments of the study ended, the posttest was
administered to evaluate the influence of the instructions on the
groups writing skill. Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics of
the posttest.

The descriptive statistics presented in Table 3 show that the
experimental group (M = 22.86, SD = 2.40) scored higher than the
control group (M = 19.79, SD = 2.10) on the posttest. To ensure
that the difference between the mean scores across the groups
was statistically significant, the Independent Samples t-test was run.
Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics of the Independent Samples
t-test for the posttest.

Based on the descriptive statistics presented in Table 4, the
value of the Independent Samples t-test was statistically significant
[tusy = 5.69, p = 0.000] since the p-value was lower than
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FIGURE 1
Procedure of the study.

TABLE 1 The result of the pretest.

Mean score Std. deviation Std. error mean
Pretest Experimental 45 15.98 2.559 0.405
Control 45 16.91 2.201 0.331 ‘

TABLE 2 The result of the independent samples t-test for the pretest.

Levene's test for equality of variances

t-test for equality of means

Pretest

F t Sig Mean Std. error
(2-tailed)  difference difference
Equal variances 0.502 0.496 —1.388 48 0.149 —0.886 0.594
assumed
Equal variances not —1.388 46.91 0.149 —0.886 0.594
assumed

0.05. Thus, receiving mobile-assisted critical writing instructions
had a significant positive effect on the performance of the
experimental group.

4.2 Research question (2)

The research question (2) was “What are EFL
learners’ perspectives on receiving mobile-assisted critical
writing  instruction?”. To gather qualitative data, 15

Frontiersin Education

participants of the experimental group were interviewed
(Supplementary Appendix C). They were selected based on
their marks on the posttest. Five of them had scored the lowest,
the other five ones were middle-scorers, and the five high
scorers of the group constituted the sample for conducting
interviews. Five broad themes were identified by a thematic
analysis of the participants assertions in the interviews: (1)
using Instagram eased learning, (2) learning by Instagram was
interesting, (3) using Instagram was beneficial for enhancing
critical awareness, (4) reading and writing comments and
reading captions improved writing skill, and (5) the Instagram
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accounts were good sources for learning formal English.
Pseudonyms have been utilized for mentioning the participants’
assertions here.

(1) Utilizing Instagram eased learning

Ten of the interviewees declared that utilizing Instagram
eased learning writing skill for them. They believed that the
Instagram accounts they viewed and the account of the class
were good sources of educational materials. Being constantly
involved in the learning process was an important factor for
memorizing and practicing vocabulary and grammatical structures
for them.

Simin: The Instagram accounts that I followed were good
sources for learning English and specifically writing skill. I liked
reading the captions and comments. In the account of our
class, I could interact with others by writing. I learned new
vocabulary and grammatical structures. As I was online most
of the time during a day, I had a very good opportunity for
practicing writing skill constantly.

(2) Learning by Instagram was interesting

Nine of the participants stated that learning by Instagram
was enjoyable and interesting. They declared that the innovation
of mobile-assisted learning prevented the process from becoming
monotonous and boring.

Melika: Using Instagram was very interesting. I really
enjoyed having interactions with my teacher, peers, and other
Instagram users. I like to have fun while learning.

(3) Using
critical awareness

Instagram  was  beneficial for enhancing

All of the participants asserted that viewing the Instagram
accounts and receiving critical thinking instructions from their
teacher contributed to improvement in their critical thinking ability
and enhanced their critical awareness.

Parsa: Prior to participating in this study, I knew a little
about the concept of critical thinking. Viewing the Instagram
accounts and receiving critical writing instructions enhanced
my critical awareness and equipped me with critical thinking
skills. My teacher was very hardworking and I appreciate
his efforts specifically in running the Instagram account of

our class.

(4) Reading and writing comments and reading captions
improved writing skill

The Instagram accounts and the account of the class contained
posts which all had captions. Reading captions was a very good
practice for learning writing. In addition, the participants could
read comments and write comments on all the posts. Writing
comments was also an opportunity for having interactions with
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Instagram users. All of the participants declared that this aspect of
instructions was very effective in improving their writing skill.

Vahid: Reading the captions of the Instagram posts was
very beneficial for improving my writing skill. The captions
contained new vocabulary and various grammatical structures.
Reading and writing comments also helped me a lot. The
interactions that I had with my classmates and teacher in
the account of our class were very effective for learning in
this course.

(5) Instagram accounts were good sources for learning
formal English

Eleven of the participants stated that the Instagram accounts
were important sources for learning formal English. Political
analyses and the news contained very formal English which were
insightful for the EFL learners. Distinguishing the differences
between formal and informal English helped them learn to have
appropriate interactions in both formal and informal contexts.

Pegah: Press agencies constitute a main part of
policy. The language used in policy is very formal and
different from the language used in informal social
contexts. I knew about the differences, but by viewing
the Instagram accounts I learned a lot more. Knowing
formal English is of great significance for academic success
and the accounts I viewed were very good sources of

formal English.

Regarding the participants’ assertions, it could be concluded
that they had positive perceptions of the treatment they
had received.

4.3 Research question (3)

The third question of this study was “Do male and female EFL
learners perform differently on writing tests after receiving mobile-
assisted critical writing instruction?”. To investigate whether any
substantial difference existed between the female EFL learners and
the male EFL learners in terms of their performances on the
posttest after receiving critical writing instructions, the Independent
Samples t-test was run. Descriptive statistics are presented in
Table 5.

As it is evidently viewed in Table 5, the mean scores for the
male and female learners on the posttest were 22.93 and 22.79
respectively. To investigate whether the difference was statistically
substantial, the Independent Samples t-test was run. Table 6 shows
the descriptive statistics of the Independent Samples t-test for the
females and males’ marks on the posttest.

As viewed in Table 6, the value of the Independent Samples t-
test was not statistically significant [#(4g) = —0.67, p = 0.588] since
the p-value was >0.05. Thus, there was not a significant difference
between the performance of the female EFL learners and the male
EFL learners on the posttest of the study.
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TABLE 3 The result of the posttest.

10.3389/feduc.2024.1465765

Mean score Std. deviation Std. error mean
Posttest Experimental 45 22.86 2.401 0.436
Control 45 19.79 2.108 0.381

TABLE 4 The result of the independent samples t-test for the posttest.

Levene's test for equality of variances

t-test for equality of means

F Sig t Sig Mean Std. error
(2-tailed)  difference difference
Posttest Equal variances 0.169 0.614 5.698 48 0.000 3.19 0.559
assumed
Equal variances not 5.698 46.98 0.000 3.19 0.559
assumed

TABLE 5 Males and females’ scores on the posttest.

Gender Mean score Std. deviation Std. error mean
Posttest Males 20 22.939 2.547 0.458
Females 25 22.797 2.330 0.429

TABLE 6 The result of the independent samples t-test for males and females’ scores on the posttest.

Levene's test for equality of variances

t-test for equality of means

Posttest

F t Sig Mean Std. error
(2-tailed)  difference difference
Equal variances 0.689 0.401 —0.678 48 0.588 —0.639 0.931
assumed
Equal variances not —0.678 46.98 0.588 —0.639 0.931
assumed

4.4 Discussion

This research aimed to examine the influence of mobile-
assisted critical writing instructions on EFL learners’ writing skill in
language institutes. The first question that this study tried to answer
was “Does any significant difference exist between the writing
proficiency of EFL learners who receive mobile-assisted critical
writing instructions and EFL learners who are instructed through a
traditional approach?”. The participants’ scant knowledge of critical
thinking resulted in their incompetency to perform well on the
pretest. They were not able to reflect on the analyses they had
studies and had presented their personal viewpoints like writing
diaries instead of critical analysis of the discourse. The students
failed to write coherently and were not able to logically back their
claims by evidence. They had used their personal knowledge of
the political issues and presented them in their writing, while
they were expected to analyze the information and the analyses
they had viewed concerning the political issue at hand. They had
considered the test to be just an informal piece of writing and had
scant knowledge of the concept of critical writing. The analyses
they had presented lacked the critical perspective, perhaps being
familiar with critical analysis of texts from school age and in their
L1 could help them to perform better when writing critically in
English as a foreign language. This could be the evidence showing
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the significance of integrating critical thinking instructions into
school curricula. Using Instagram provided the learners with the
opportunity to receive authentic materials, learn how to use English
formally, and have interactions with their teacher and peers. The
participants close mean scores on the pretest showed that they were
nearly at the same level of writing proficiency. But, their different
mean scores on the posttest revealed the fact that receiving mobile-
assisted critical writing instructions placed the experimental group
in a superior position compared with that of the control group.
Regarding the performances of the control group on the pretest and
posttest, it could be inferred that their performance improved to
some extent on the posttest. Perhaps during the interval between
the pretest and the posttest, they had worked on their writing
skill and studied independently in the field of critical discourse
analysis of political texts as well as receiving instructions based
on a traditional approach. Furthermore, the experience of taking
the pretest should not be ignored. The experience provided the
control group with the opportunity to use their personal experience
of taking the first test and perform better on the second one.
Unfortunately, critical thinking instruction has not received its due
priority in curricula of language institutes in Iran. Critical thinking
instruction has been ignored and consequently it has not been the
focus of explicit instruction. Time constraints might have been the
major obstacle preventing teachers from teaching critical thinking

11 frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1465765
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Zalani et al.

in language institutes; since it is a burdensome task for teachers to
devote a lot of time to teaching critical thinking as well as teaching
the coursebooks. Learning critical thinking is a longitudinal
process and requires EFL learners to practice a lot and have
high levels of motivation and interest. To teach critical thinking
instructions, teachers need to receive the pertinent instruction in
teacher training courses in advance. Teachers’ not having adequate
conception of critical thinking surely prevents them from teaching
it to their students. Overall, the experimental group performed
much better than the control group on the posttest. Similar
to our findings, Erarsalan (2019) reported that analyzing the
participants’ achievement scores revealed that utilizing Instagram
positively influenced their language learning. Adekantari et al.
(2020) reported that Instagram-assisted instruction had a positive
influence on the students’ critical thinking skills. They concluded
that Instagram could be utilized as a supplementary tool for
learning. Arlinda et al. (2022) reported that utilizing Instagram
could improve the learners’ critical and creative thinking skills.
Khulel (2022) reported that utilizing Instagram helped the students
to improve their writing skill. Our findings were similar to the
results of the study conducted by Ghanbari and Salari (2022) who
investigated the difficulties the Iranian EFL undergraduate students
faced in writing argumentative essays. Nevertheless, our study is
different from theirs since we delivered critical writing instructions
to both groups to improve their writing skill. Both groups
got better marks on the posttest, but the experimental group’s
progression was more significant in comparison with the control
group. Contrary to our finding, Awada et al. (2019) reported
that the utilization of technology for delivering instructions to
the participants was just effective for improving the performance
of the low-achievers. They stated that the high-achievers and
the middle-achievers did not benefit substantially from using
technology. In our study, the participants’ English proficiency was
precisely checked in advance and they were all at the same level.
Nonetheless, still there were high-scorers, middle-scorers, and
low-scorers with insignificant differences among their marks. The
important point was that utilizing Instagram for learning critical
writing significantly improved the marks of all the members of
the experimental group on the posttest. In this study we limited
our focus to the Instagram accounts which were devoted to news
agencies. Since the political and social analysis presented there
were useful for teaching critical thinking principles. However,
care should be taken that selecting Instagram accounts depends
on the learners’ English proficiency level. For instance, it may
not be possible to use the Instagram accounts belonging to news
agencies for training ESL/EFL learners at low English proficiency
levels. To explain critical thinking principles, even the Instagram
accounts with contents in the learners L1 could be utilized. The
learners would become familiar with the principles and after
that more advanced instructions could be delivered in English.
Making use of various sources of educational materials by using
different Instagram accounts also makes the process of learning
more interesting to learners.

The second research question was “What are EFL learners’
perspectives  on critical

receiving mobile-assisted writing

instruction?”. Fifteen members of the experimental group

were interviewed as the final phase of the study. Five broad
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themes were identified by a thematic analysis of the participants’
assertions in the interviews: (1) using Instagram eased learning,
(2) learning by Instagram was interesting, (3) using Instagram was
beneficial for enhancing critical awareness, (4) reading and writing
comments and reading captions improved writing skill, and (5)
the Instagram accounts were good sources for learning formal
English. Overall, the experimental group had positive perceptions
of the treatment. Similarly, Rahimi and Sharififar (2015) reported
that receiving critical thinking instructions enhanced their
participants’ motivation for learning English. Taghinezhad et al.
(2018) also found that there was a significant improvement in the
experimental group’s dispositions toward utilizing critical thinking
strategies. Erarsalan (2019) reported that the participants had
positive attitudes toward employing Instagram for pedagogical
purposes and language learning. Gonlul (2019) reported that
the participants’ overall opinions about utilizing Instagram were
positive and they virtually regarded Instagram as a motivating and
interesting mobile tool. They also considered Instagram as an easy
and convenient way of improving overall communication skills.
Adekantari et al. (2020) reported that the students gave a positive
response to the utilization of Instagram especially for writing
assignments. The students considered Instagram as a good learning
media for improving their writing skill. Ghanbari and Salari (2022)
investigated the students’ perceptions of argumentative writing by
utilizing a questionnaire. Nevertheless, they did not investigate
the students’ perceptions of the writing instructions they had
received during their academic studies. Thy declared that the
students had scant knowledge about the concept of argumentative
writing. This point is similar to our findings as our participants
were not competent and experienced in terms of critical writing.
These findings showed the significance of teaching critical thinking
instructions in EFL pedagogical contexts in Iran.

The third research question was “Do male and female EFL
learners perform differently on writing tests after receiving mobile-
assisted critical writing instruction?”. After receiving critical
writing instructions, male and female members of the experimental
group had close mean scores on the posttest and the difference
was not statistically significant. Therefore, the students’ gender did
not have any effects on their writing proficiency after receiving
mobile-assisted critical writing instructions. However, care should
be taken that the number of the participants in the experimental
group was small and the number of males and females were
unequal. Any generalizations from our conclusions should be
considered carefully and declared with caution. Similar to our
finding, Hashemi et al. (2014) reported that gender did not
influence the EFL learners argumentative writing achievements.
Likewise, Malmir and Shoorcheh (2012) reported that explicit
teaching of critical thinking had the same effect on female and
male EFL learners’ critical thinking ability. Kang (2015) found no
significant difference between female and male learners in terms
of their critical thinking ability after practicing critical thinking
skills. Nayernia et al. (2020) examined the influence of gender
on EFL learners’ argumentative writing development. The results
of the research showed that gender did not play a significant
role in the participants’ argumentative writing improvement. In
contrast to our findings and the findings of the aforementioned
studies, Rahimi and Sharififar (2015) reported that receiving critical
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thinking instructions affected the female EFL learners slightly more
than the male EFL learners. We investigated the influence of gender
on our participants’ performances on the posttest in order to know
whether the two genders needed different approaches for receiving
critical writing instruction to excel in writing skill. Future studies
may investigate this issue with different samples of participants and
equal number of males and females. Fuad et al. (2017) reported
that the males and females had equal conceptual knowledge, but
the male learners performed better at problem-solving compared
with the female learners. Yenice (2011) reported that gender had a
significant role in the learners’ critical thinking dispositions which
benefited the females. The merits of the treatment were mentioned
by both genders in their interviews, but the important point was the
different features that they mentioned. We were willing to identify
the features which made the instructions effective for each gender.
Identifying these features would help the educators to adjust or
change their approaches and makes the mobile-assisted instruction
more effective for training males or females. This point is even
more important when males and females are not taught together.
Since the opportunity for providing the learners with the most
effective instruction becomes possible. As the results showed, we
could not find any statistically significant differences between males
and females performances on the posttest. It could be concluded
that the males and females did not need to receive specialized
mobile-assisted critical writing instructions.

In Sociocultural theory, Vygotsky (1978) believed that there
were two kinds of stimulus for enhancing knowledge acquisition:
(a) the mediational effect and (b) Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD). The mediational effect referred to individuals’ interactions
with their environment which could build new knowledge and
concepts. While, Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) referred
to individuals’ ability to develop their metacognitive abilities
through having interactions with their peers. The student-centered
approach employed in this study is the most preferable way to
stimulate ESL/EFL learners to collaborate for learning problem-
solving skills. In this approach, teachers are regarded as facilitators
who provide their learners with opportunities to develop their
critical thinking skills rather than dispensers of knowledge. Besides,
learners are considered as problem-solvers who utilize their critical
thinking skills in the learning activities. The findings of this
study showed that language learning based on constructivism
theory still should be investigated. Constructivism theory creates
conception based on the knowledge obtained from students’
learning experiences and the environment. This makes the learning
process more meaningful. This way of learning is manifested in
the form of collaboration for obtaining knowledge based on reality
and students’ real life practices and experiences (Iskander, 2014; Jin,
2017).

5 Conclusion

Our findings showed a positive correlation between the EFL
learners’ critical awareness and their competence in argumentative
writing and their perceptions of it. Writing can be considered as
the most challenging skill for language learners since mastering it
requires adequate instructions and competence in other language
skills, too. Therefore, language teachers should integrate critical
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writing instructions in their writing courses to facilitate the process
of learning for students and help them to improve their writing
skill. In this study just one faculty was investigated. Future studies
may examine EFL learners’ critical thinking ability in relation
to listening, speaking, and reading. This study was conducted
in the context of language institutes. Future studies may be
conducted in other contexts such as schools and universities. In
this study, the EFL learners’ perceptions of the mobile-assisted
critical writing instructions were investigated. Future studies may
investigate teachers’ perceptions of mobile-assisted critical writing
instructions. The participants of this study had positive attitudes
toward receiving critical writing instructions. It is recommended
for curriculum designers to integrate critical writing instructions in
their curricula to assist learners master writing skill successfully. It
is also recommended for educational systems, particularly in Iran,
to set up workshops and pre/in-service teacher training courses for
teachers to teach critical writing instructions to them. Curriculum
designers should put more emphasis on incorporating critical
writing instructions in EFL programs at early stages of English
learning. Employing this approach may improve EFL learners’
writing skill in subsequent stages of English learning. Coursebook
writers are also encouraged to make use of critical writing principles
in preparation of the materials. Students should also pay more
attention to developing their writing skill by utilizing critical
writing instructions that they receive. This study was conducted
during a short period of time and the time devoted to teaching via
Instagram was limited. Future studies may be conducted during a
longer period of time; moreover, the number of sessions held via
Instagram and the time devoted to each session may be increased.
The Instagram accounts utilized in this study were limited to the
accounts belonging to news agencies. In future studies, Instagram
accounts other than the ones we utilized may be used. There are
accounts which are not particularly devoted to news and still may
be used for analyzing political and social subjects.
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