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Abstract

Our research is framed within a qualitative research study which follows an action-research design. The
study aimed at analyzing the impact that critical thinking questionnaires through a VLE have on the
development of EFL reading comprehension among ninth graders from different schools located in the
southern region of Colombia which includes Caqueta, Huila, and Tolima. We implemented fieldnotes,
surveys, and students’ artefacts as data gathering tools. The findings evidence that the participants
enhanced higher order thinking skills and fostered the development of spaces for reflection in which they
practiced reading strategies and were involved in contextualized stories. Besides, the interaction between
peers in the VLE allowed the participants to co-construct new perspectives, beliefs, and ideas.

Keywords: critical thinking, Virtual Learning Environments, reading comprehension, English as a
Foreign Language.

Resumen

Nuestra investigacién se enmarca en un estudio de investigacion cualitativa que sigue un disefio de
investigacidn-accién. El estudio tuvo como objetivo analizar el impacto que tienen los cuestionarios de
pensamiento critico a través de un EVA en el desarrollo de la comprension lectora de inglés como lengua
extranjera en estudiantes de noveno grado de diferentes escuelas ubicadas en la region sur de Colombia
que incluye Caquetd, Huila y Tolima. Implementamos notas de campo, encuestas y artefactos de los
estudiantes como herramientas de recopilacién de datos. Los hallazgos evidencian que los participantes
potenciaron habilidades de pensamiento de orden superior y propiciaron el desarrollo de espacios de
reflexion en los que practicaron estrategias de lectura y se involucraron en relatos contextualizados.
Ademas, la interaccién entre pares en el EVA permitid a los participantes construir nuevas perspectivas,
creencias e ideas.

Palabras clave: pensamiento critico, ambientes virtuales de aprendizaje, comprension lectora, inglés
como lengua extranjera.
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Introduction

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) reading comprehension enables learners to explore the different
meanings of the texts, depending on the contexts. This implies understanding that words are bounded to
societal and cultural realities which provide a more contextualized panorama of the text being read,
enabling students to read it proficiently and effectively (Roebl & Shiue, 2003). However, mastering the
reading skill requires the ability to critically reflect and analyze texts to go beyond their contents. In this
sense, Ardhian et al. (2020), Nappi (2017) and Neilsen (1989) point out that reading comprehension
opens the door for learners to become critical thinkers as they analyze, evaluate, and synthesize
information to meaningfully relate the content of the texts with their own realities. The previous
information evidences a link between reading comprehension and critical thinking.

Based on our teaching experience in virtual English courses we have noticed several difficulties in our
students’ reading comprehension processes. Through the implementation and assessment of the reading
activities, we realized that the students’ limited vocabulary and the lack of reading practice hindered their
comprehension. In light of this, our students did not have an appropriate sequence to follow when
approaching texts and they tended to translate word by word, instead of analyzing the whole meaning of
the text for its interpretation and contextualization. Additionally, there are no studies published in the area
of reading comprehension in our region that give account on the state of this relevant aspect.
Consequently, our study emerged with the intention of fostering the EFL reading comprehension through
the implementation of critical thinking questionnaires in a Virtual Learning Environment (VVLE). Besides,
we focused on teaching reading strategies and make a relation between the readings and the students’
realities.

Theoretical Framework

This section evidences the main constructs that framed our study, which are critical thinking
questionnaires, reading comprehension, and VLE.

Critical Thinking

As critical thinking is the first construct that frames our study, we want to emphasize on it as an ability to
be developed on students. To this respect, Ennis (1985) describes critical thinking as a ‘‘reflective and
reasonable thinking that is focused on deciding what to believe or do’’ (p. 45). Along similar lines,
Barjesteh and Vaseghi (2012) stress that critical thinking in literature has to do with the ability to solve
problems, and the creativity, and imagination that a person has based on what has read and understood.
Similarly, Neilsen (1989) asserts that “all thinking and all reading are critical when they are consequential
for our successful functioning in the context(s) of the world” (p. 26). In this sense, critical thinking in
reading involves thinking about different alternatives for solving situations in the real context.

Critical thinker. Critical thinking creates spaces for reflection, analysis, and solution. According to
Neilsen (1989), critical thinking is essential for the development of a more responsible, independent, and
productive society. Good thinkers are free from the oppression of others, so they are autonomous and own
their thoughts and actions. In this regard, Facione (1990) considers a critical thinker as an inquisitive
person who enjoys being well informed and has an open mind to make judgments and evaluations in a
prudent and honest manner. All in all, a critical thinker is a reflective person who is conscious about his
learning process and is always willing to analyze the different issues of any topic.

Bloom’s Taxonomy. Critical thinking is a complex process which deals with several cognitive stages to
obtain higher order thinking skills. Considering this, Bloom et al. (1956) propose six cognitive stages
which include Knowledge, Comprehension, Application, Analysis, Synthesis, and Evaluation. These
stages have become a guide for educators who work with critical thinking lessons. To this respect,
Blazevi¢ (2013) explains the impact that questions have on the cognitive stages proposed by Bloom. This
author relates that there are questions which require specific information from a text, making use of the
basic cognitive stages, whereas there are other types of questions that ask for more complex issues which
involves using higher cognitive stages.
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Higher level questioning. With reference to the implementation of higher-level questioning, Nappi
(2017) claims that “higher level questioning requires students to further examine the concept(s) under
study through the use of application, analysis, evaluation, and synthesis while lower-level questioning
simply requires students to gather and recall information™ (p. 30). By the same token, Kagnarith et al.,
(2007) stress that “working on questionnaires that are based on a relevant local context brings a
motivating dimension of reality to the classroom environment” (p. 3). Consequently, the use of higher-
level questions results to be essential for the development of critical thinking skills.

To summarize, our study defines critical thinking as an ability integrated by a sequence of cognitive
processes that students need to accomplish to think critically. Additionally, this ability is developed by
means of higher-level questioning that create spaces for reflection, analysis and problem-solving. In our
study, the idea of implementing critical thinking questionnaires to foster reading comprehension using
VLE was to motivate students to reflect, analyze and argue their opinions, being autonomous and critical
thinkers about issues related to their contexts. This with the aim of helping them understand better their
realities through readings, and the role that they have in the society as action agents.

Reading Comprehension

Reading comprehension is the second construct that shapes our study, hence, we define it from different
perspectives. Hedge (2001), McCarthy (2011), and Uccelli et al. (2015) explain that the comprehension of
a text entails the process of recognizing the meaning of words from the context where they appear. In line
with this point of view, Rios and Valcarcel (2005) state that “reading comprehension is extracting
efficiently what is essential in a written text” (p. 60). Hence, fostering reading comprehension is an
arduous endeavor that requires higher order thinking skills; this involves the development of
metacognitive processes such as the recognition and analysis of linguistic content, and synthesis and
evaluation of comprehension skills (Alyousef, 2005; Grabe & Stoller, 2002; Oxford, 2016). Therefore,
reading comprehension can be fostered by implementing critical thinking questionnaires before, during,
and after reading tasks.

The role of metacognition in reading comprehension development. The ability of knowing and
reflecting about what is being learned resulted to be a vital strategy for reading comprehension.
According to Karbalaei (2011), the capacity of being aware of the own cognitive process, knowing where,
when, and how to apply it is recognized as metacognition. In this regard, O’Malley et al. (1985) point out
that “students without metacognitive approaches are essentially learners without direction or opportunity
to review their progress, accomplishments, and future learning directions” (p. 561). In other words, the
students who are not aware of their learning process, find more difficulties when understanding and
developing reading tasks.

Strategies for developing reading comprehension. Reading in EFL can be a tedious activity for
students, especially if they do not have knowledge about reading strategies. In this regard, Abbott (2006)
describes reading comprehension strategies as “the mental operations or comprehension processes that
readers select and apply in order to make sense of what they read” (p. 637). Therefore, it is significant to
teach students reading strategies to improve their reading comprehension. Along similar lines, Molina
(2018) points out that “involving students in learning a set of reading strategies explicitly to understand a
text has become more relevant in the process of reading instruction” (p. 20). Consequently, it is necessary
to teach reading strategies to help students’ metacognition, and thus foster their reading comprehension.

It is worth mentioning other reading strategies for comprehension such as predicting, reading aloud,
making inferences, asking questions, and recognizing familiar words. In light of this, Cain and Oakhill
(1999) assert that “inferences are necessary to link up ideas and fill in details that are not explicitly
mentioned” (p. 489). Hence, it is crucial to have a clear idea of what predicting and making inferences
imply to have an adequate reading process and understand the information better.

In essence, our study regards reading comprehension as an ability assisted by varied reading strategies
which complement each other and create a step-by-step guide for students. Besides, this ability is
achieved by the implementation of questionnaires that foster students’ critical thinking, and consequently,
allow them to have a more reflective process when reading. The idea of teaching and modeling reading
comprehension strategies was to make students more conscious about their reading process, pointing a
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clearer direction to follow, and helping students to feel prepared for being autonomous when working
with different reading activities in the VLE.

Virtual Learning Environment

We consider VLE as a web platform that supports teaching and learning process. To this respect, Knight
(2009) describes VLE as “an online system comprising a range of tools to support learning and the
management of learning” (p. 25). In the same breath, Herrera (2017) points out that “VLEs are virtual
spaces that teachers and students can use to present and share resources and activities and interact with
one another” (p. 481). Consequently, implementing a VLE was a way to promote learning through online
communication, taking advantage of many online resources and fostering cooperative and autonomous
work in a virtual context.

VLE implications for education. The implementation of virtual spaces for learning has brought
significant changes for education. Students have passed from a passive to an active role and their
autonomy has been challenged. According to this, Kim (2008) mentions that the use of computers in class
promotes a constructivist learning environment, enhancing the students’ autonomy, participation, and
motivation. In this sense, a VLE is a profitable resource to foster EFL reading comprehension since it
facilitates the students’ access to all the information and materials of the course, enabling them to be more
autonomous and participative.

To summarize, we consider VLE as an online platform that provides a space for the storage of didactic
materials, and media that support learning and teaching processes via internet. Besides, VLE facilitates
knowledge building through teachers and students’ interactions, making use of the different ICT tools.

The previous constructs framed the theoretical basis for the development of our study. The literature
review, as previously presented, evidences the importance of exploring these categories in the EFL field.
For this reason, fostering EFL reading comprehension through critical thinking questionnaires in a VLE
provide significant contributions to research in EFL teaching and learning processes.

Methodology

This was a qualitative, interpretative, and descriptive research study which followed an action-research
design. Based on Burns (1999), action-research is “a systematic and self-reflective approach to collecting
and analyzing information to help teachers to explore issues that they face in their classrooms to change
or improve their current practice” (p. 14). Besides, Parsons and Brown (2002) claim that action research
is “a form of investigation designed for use by teachers to attempt to solve problems and improve
professional practices in their own classrooms” (p. 32). Given these points, we aimed at analyzing the
impact that critical thinking questionnaires implemented through a VLE have on the development of EFL
reading comprehension among ninth graders. Additionally, carrying out action-research was the most
suitable research design to answer our research question: How do critical thinking questionnaires through
a VLE impact EFL reading comprehension among ninth graders in an English course?

Research Phases

Our study was developed following Burns’ (1999) action-research methodology which establishes a
number of phases to achieve the objectives and to answer the research question. Hence, based on Burns’
(1999) methodology, we validated the research problem by means of a needs analysis. Then, we designed
six pedagogical interventions which consisted of a set of activities with their corresponding objectives
and contents. We posted these activities in a VLE that we designed. These activities included
contextualized readings and critical thinking questionnaires in English, based on the readings, as
presented in Figure 1. These questionnaires integrated Bloom’s taxonomy with the aim of involving all
the cognitive stages while reading. After that, we implemented our six pedagogical interventions, and the
data collection instruments. Then, we conducted the data analysis by means of generating research
categories to answer the research question. Finally, we elaborated the conclusion and pedagogical
implications of our study.
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Figure 1. Pedagogical intervention framework

Participants

Our study was developed during the lockdown caused by the pandemic, which affected face-to-face
teaching in schools all around the country. During this time, the Identities Seedbed of Universidad de la
Amazonia decided to offer free online English courses to secondary and high school students in our
region to allow the pre-service teachers of the English Language Teaching program to develop their
teaching practicum. Since these free online English courses were advertised through social networks,
many students from different educative institutions from the southern region of Colombia which includes
Caqueta, Huila and Tolima enrolled. We selected the ninth grade following Creswell’s (2012)
convenience sampling, considering that it was the grade we had access to, and they all were willing and
available to participate in our study. A total of 8 students were registered in the ninth grade. Hence, the
participants of our study were these eight 9th graders whose average age ranged between 14 to 15 years
old (see Table 1).

Table 1.
Participants’ information
Participants’ Gender Age City School
Code
ST1 Male 15 Palestina |.E. Palestina
ST2 Female 14 Palestina I.E. Palestina
ST3 Female 15 Palestina I.E. Palestina
ST4 Female 14 Doncello I.E. Coraz6n Inmaculado de Maria
ST5 Female 14 Guayabal I.E. Guayabal
ST6 Male 14 Florencia Colegio Cristiano Shalom
ST7 Female 14 Florencia Colegio Comfaca
ST8 Female 15 Puerto Rico I.LE. Acevedo y GOmez

Data Collection Instruments

Three data collection instruments were used in this study: fieldnotes, students’ artefacts, and surveys.
Participants signed an informed consent provided by the researchers to guarantee and protect their
confidentiality.

Fieldnotes. Creswell (2012) asserts that fieldnotes are the texts written by the researchers that serve as a
basis to examine and make records on different issues during the research process. Hence, this data
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collection instrument was helpful for keeping track of students’ learning processes, attitudes, and
outcomes in each intervention.

Students’ Artefacts. Artefacts can be any type of students’ productions. According to Creswell (2012)
artefacts can be drawings, symbols, and any other authentic material. The artefacts collected in our study
provided insights regarding how students performed during the research interventions and served to
evaluate the success of the pedagogical interventions.

Surveys. Creswell (2012) highlights that surveys are forms in which the researchers record answers from
the participants regarding topics of interest to the study. We implemented closed-ended questions in
surveys to register students’ perceptions towards their reading comprehension progress and the strategy
that was implemented.

Data Analysis Procedures

To deal with our research question, we decided to carry out a procedure based on the qualitative approach
to analyze the gathered information. For this reason, we selected the Grounded Theory Approach which
has to do with identifying and relating general concepts and theories with the experiences developed
during the research process (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 2017). To analyze the data, we implemented a data
reduction technique called color coding that allowed us to recognize information related to the main
constructs of this study (Zielnski, 1990). The procedure permitted to code the information to move to the
data triangulation process. The last procedure to carry out the data analysis was Denzin’s (2006)
methodological triangulation which entails the use of the three data collection instruments to identify
commonalities and establish the subsequent categories and subcategories.

Results and Discussion

This section presents the results obtained from the data analysis of each category and subcategory. The
information is followed by figures and samples of the three data collections instruments we implemented.
All in all, after the data analysis procedures, two categories emerged with their corresponding
subcategories, as presented in Table 2.

Table 2.
Categories and subcategories.

Developing reading | Executing reading strategies through contextualized stories.

comprehension through
critical thinking.
Providing peer to peer | Developing reading comprehension activities using VLE tools and resources.
support through online | pjscussing and co-constructing beliefs, ideas, and perceptions in a virtual space.
reading comprehension
activities.

Critical thinking questionnaires for in-depth analysis of contextualized stories.

Category 1. Developing reading comprehension through critical thinking.

This category deals with the learning outcomes that using critical thinking questionnaires had in the
improvement of ninth graders’ reading comprehension. According to Ardhian et al. (2020) and Kagnarith
et al. (2007), critical thinking plays an important role in the development of learners' reading
comprehension as it allows them to relate what is being read with the reality, based on aspects of the local
context, which brings motivation to the classroom. In our study, the following subcategories were
established:

Executing reading strategies through contextualized stories. This subcategory has to do with the
opportunity ninth graders had to learn and execute readings strategies, facilitating their understanding and
discernment of the contextualized stories. Likewise, Karbalaei (2011), and O’Malley et al., (1985) assert
that when students are aware of their own cognitive process, knowing where, when and how to apply it,
they are able to become subjects with direction and opportunities to review their progress and
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accomplishments. This can be evidenced in some excerpts from the researchers’ fieldnotes (FN) in which
the process followed, feelings, and impressions are expressed:

When reading and understanding the text, the vocabulary activity and the image helped them to predict
the general idea of the text... we need to help them to avoid translating. (FN1)

Through the title and the picture, they did the exercise of predicting, and they did it very well. (FN2)

The key words allow students to get a general idea of the text avoiding translating the whole reading.
(FN5)

More evidence of how ninth graders’ understanding improved when they consciously made use of the
reading strategies they learned can be seen in the students’ response to the survey, in which 67% of them
strongly agreed and the remaining 33% agreed, with the fact that their reading comprehension improves
when they question the decisions made by the characters in the text. These findings demonstrate that ninth
graders considered using reading strategies an advantage for understanding the texts and the intentions of
the authors as they made use of all the resources available like the title, pictures, and key words that
allowed them to identify specific elements to create a more complete idea of the readings. Through this
process students internalized the reading strategies to the point of making them part of their reading
routine. Accordingly, it is possible to affirm that this positive perception towards the use of reading
strategies was consistent throughout the pedagogical interventions as it was evidenced in the information
samples provided.

Additionally, the data gathered from the survey revealed that 60 % of the ninth graders strongly agreed
and 40% agreed with the statement “in the development of my reading comprehension, I worked in
different processes like remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing, assessing, and creating”. The
previous implies that ninth graders were developing metacognitive processes about the reading strategies
they learned. The metacognition allowed ninth graders to be more autonomous in their reading process
since this equipped them with the knowledge to decode what they did not know, allowing them to make
inferences from the texts and draw conclusions. It was evident in the ninth graders’ answers in the critical
thinking questionnaires as ninth graders required less support from the teacher and external resources to
the text. In other words, we noticed that ninth graders started answering the questions more easily and in a
more argumentative way. Correspondingly, we asked the participants about the process they followed to
answer the questionnaires and their response pointed out that they had used the reading strategies learned
in previous interventions.

When you ask students to talk about their opinions and the decisions they would take, it is easier for them
to demonstrate that they really comprehend the reading. (FN3)

One student said that the good thing about debating the questions is that you can rethink the answers by
taking different points of view. (FN4)

A student expressed that when she answered the questions about the reading, she did it from her previous
experiences about the topic, using arguments and following the reading strategies learnt. (FN4)

Based on what has already been argued, we could infer that the teaching of reading strategies during the
pedagogical intervention contributed to the improvement of comprehension as it enabled ninth graders to
have knowledge of a sequence of steps to follow when reading, allowing them to make inferences,
predictions, and deep analysis of the intentions of the characters and authors.

Critical thinking questionnaires for in-depth analysis of contextualized stories. This subcategory
implies the higher-level thinking skills that ninth graders acquired through the answering of the critical
thinking questionnaires while they deeply analysed the contextualized stories and meaningfully
comprehended them. In accordance with Kitzinger (1994) and Kagnarith et al., (2007), questionnaires
based on a local context encourage students to be immersed into content, participating, investigating, and
providing responses based on their own perceptions. In the same breath, Nappi (2017) explains that there
are differences between higher level and lower-level questioning since each one requires a unigque process
to follow. In this sense, the participants in our study learned to inquire in their partners’ doubts and their

https://revistadelamazonas.info/index.php/amazonas  ISSN 2619-2608 R s oo S



https://revistadelamazonas.info/index.php/amazonas

own, analyse their reality, improve their decision-making, and their argumentation level. All this, for
having a wider understanding of the themes and their context as can be exemplified in the following
excerpts from the fieldnotes:

A fundamental part of getting a good answer is to make sure that students understand the question well.
Students’ answers are more argumentative when the questions are more complex and are discussed with
peers. (FN2)

In the first questions, they tended to copy what was written in the text, but in the questions in which they
were invited to reflect on their lives they talked and wrote openly. (FN3)

The more complex the questions, the more elaborated the answers. (FN5)

In their answers, they were talking about the reading and their experiences. In this sense, their
comprehension improved since they seemed to be immersed in the context of the reading. (FN2)

This goes in accordance with Ellis’s (2015) and Hedge’s (2001) ideas which explain that reading is a
social practice when readers interact and cooperate with peers and/or more proficient individuals to
develop a holistic panorama of what is being learnt. Similarly, we can corroborate the evidence with the
data collected through the students’ artefacts and the survey which demonstrate that the critical thinking
questionnaires were helpful for the improvement of ninth graders’ reading comprehension, decision-
making, and argumentation; 100 % of the participants expressed that the questionnaire at the end of the
reading activity helped them to understand the text better.

Besides, the students’ artefacts (see Figure 2) demonstrate that ninth graders’ higher thinking skills were
further developed when they were challenged to answer open-ending questions.

| "chatet: Bloc de notas - x
Archivo  Edicin Formato Ver Ayuda
16:33:07 De Jhon Jairo Rodriguez Varela : i would walk away from My friend
16:33:51 De familia : i would literally stop talking to her and take her out of my life because that guy is not convenient
16:34:17 De Leidy : If someone will creste gossip, I would clarify the truth or it would simply not matter to me because I know
the truth and that is what matters.
16:35:04 De Leidy : V también me daria cuenta gue no es una amiga
16:36:11 De Pablo Reyes a Angie Lorena Chica Ramirez(Mensaje directo) : I would end confront him/her and then I would tell the truth about that gossip and
I would end that friendship 'cuz I know that isn't a real friendship
16:36:36 De Andrea Murille a Angie Lorena Chica Ramirez(Mensaje directo) : i would put distance between me and my friend and deny gossip
16:36:38 De Pablo Reyes a Angie Lorena Chica Ramirez(Mensaje directo) : perdén se me fue el end al inicio:(
16:40:53 De Jhon Jairo Rodriguez Varela : asi estd bn
16:41:04 De familia : de forma escrita si
16:42:48 De Pablo Reyes 2 Angie Lorena Chica Ramirez(Mensaje directo) : yes, because MarJuana was making rumors about her
16:43:52 De Pablo Reyes a Angie Lorena Chica Ramirez(Mensaje directo) : probably everyone would judge and talked about her, and I would affect her
16:45:67 De 1Jhon Jairo Rodriguez Varela : Yes, because a friend like her is not convenient and that helps to avoid problems
16:46:25 De familia : yes, becuse one should not continue to trust someone who betrays...
16:47:01 De Leidy : Actud bien porque ella no armo un escandalo, ademds ella se dio cuenta quien es su rea amiga
16:48:44 De Leidy : She acted well because she didn't make a fuss, plus she realized who her friend really is
16:49:21 De Pablo Reyes : lo admito no puedo pelear sin ponerme a 1lorar:(
16:50:49 De Andrea Murillo a Angie Lorena Chica Ramirez(Mensaje directo) :Juanita acted well by not talking to Marjuana again and leaving the party since

averyone only looked at what they saw anddd heard in addition to not appreciating
her, and it was not worth making a scandal for people who arew not worthit

Linea 22, columna 1 90% ‘Windows (CRLF) UTF-8

<
i i p 5 507 p.m.
ﬂ R Escribe aquf para buscar B | 4 e INE 11/10/2021 8

Figure 2. Students’ artefacts — Class # 3.

Likewise, this demonstrates that contextualized stories allowed the participants to make comments about
what they knew and lived, inviting them to reflect on their actions and the decisions they could make. All
this process enabled the participants not only to comprehend the texts, but also their needs and
responsibilities in society:

The questions help students talk about their lives and make decisions. (FN3)

A student said that the class was cool because we shared thoughts and ideas, and interacted. (FN2)
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They did an excellent job, they found a solution to the problem by analyzing the situation, their feelings,
and priorities. (FN2)

Sharing their opinions help them to broaden their perspectives. (FN4)

In the same way, the results collected from the survey support the information stated above in which we
can observe that the structure and organization of the questions were key points to foster ninth graders’
argumentation. To this respect, 80 % of the ninth graders strongly agreed and 20% agreed that “the open-
ended questions in the critical thinking questionnaires challenge their understanding and argumentation
level”.

Because of this, we can assert that critical thinking questionnaires were appropriate for helping ninth
graders to go beyond copying and repeating things that they did not totally comprehend. Critical thinking
questionnaires challenged the participants to analyse, compare, apply, evaluate, and discuss the
information. Moreover, we learned that it is of utmost importance for teachers to know how to formulate
questions that engage students and help them to think critically and reflect upon their reality.

Category 2. Providing peer to peer support through online reading comprehension activities

This second category embraces the fact of using a VLE to facilitate the development of reading activities
and discussion forums through online tools and resources accessible for all students. Accordingly, Herrera
(2017), Kim (2008), and Knight (2009) acknowledge that VLE enhances students’ language competences
by increasing their motivation, autonomy, and providing access to online learning resources and flexible
spaces for constant interaction between students and teachers. Having this in mind, the following
subcategories arose:

Developing reading comprehension activities using VLE tools and resources. The current
subcategory refers to the usefulness of working with VLE tools and resources to carry out EFL reading
comprehension activities for ninth graders as it was an alternative for pandemic days and distance
barriers. Ogbonna et al., (2019) assert that “e-learning is used as a general resource, which involves
computers and Internet-based resources and services that allow students to learn through interactive e-
learning units and rich media sources, using speech, video, interactive sequences or instruction” (p. 2). In
the same way, Hrastinski (2008) points out that a VLE “has the potential to support e-learners in the
development of learning communities” (p. 52). This can be evidenced in the following excerpts from the
fieldnotes:

Writing the answers to the critical thinking questions in the chat instead of saying them engaged students
to participate more. (FN5)

We had to pass from Zoom to Meet because some students couldn’t enter to the class. (FN1)
The use of the platform allows students to share answers quickly, facilitating discussion (FN3)

Classroom management is facilitated because the students are not noisy and are attentive to the class.
(FN1)

Additionally, 40% of the ninth graders strongly agreed, 20% agreed and 40% were neutral with the fact
that “writting my opinions through the platform chat makes it easier for me to participate in class”, which
provides a comprehensive account of the usefulness of the VLE for the development of EFL reading
comprehension activities. Moreover, the following excerpt from the students’ artefacts (see Figure 3)
exemplifies the use of a virtual platform to do a pre-reading assignment. In this activity, ninth graders
needed to relate the words with their corresponding image. In this sense, the participants learned the
meaning of unknown vocabulary, that was useful for their reading comprehension, making use of an
online activity created in Flippity.net.
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Figure 3. Students’ artefacts — Class # 1.

Besides, the participants’ answers to the survey corroborated the preceding variables. All in all, we
interpret that the implementation of the VLE for the development of the EFL reading comprehension
activities brought ninth graders the opportunity to learn and have access to all the materials easily.
Similarly, the participants enjoyed spaces for interacting and discussing their assumptions, having good
management of participation shifts, regardless of the connectivity challenges and other aspects that could
have permitted the VLE to have a greater impact on the ninth graders.

Discussing and co-constructing beliefs, ideas, and perceptions in a virtual space. As the last
subcategory, it entails all the processes, activities, and interactions in a VLE that generate new
knowledge, perspectives, and beliefs originated from group reflection spaces. According to Orey and
Rosa (2018), “VLEs provide technological resources that enable professors, tutors, and students to
participate in online learning interactions regardless of time or distance” (p. 174). Along similar lines,
Han et al., (2017) propose that “socio-emotional’ aspects of relationships — so important in terms of
establishing productivity and creativity within teams — can be achieved in a virtual space” (p. 17). In this
sense, a VLE beyond allowing the interaction between subjects from different locations provides a
suitable environment for the exchange of knowledge and experiences, as can be illustrated in the
following excerpts from the fieldnotes:

The students’ opinions reflect that they perceive society as a space for reflection in which there can be
different forms of coexistence. (FN5)

Society’s stereotypes are evident in the students’ daily lives. (FNS5)

One student expressed that he likes to think that all people are suffering something, fighting against their
own problems because, in that way, he can put himself in other shoes and be tolerant. (FN5)

One of the students said that we all have different points of view, and it is good to learn from other
people. (FN2)

Along similar lines, the students’ artefacts and the survey responses give an account of how participants
perceive working in teams in a VLE. Ninth graders did the exercise of reflecting and creating new
perspectives through group reflection and interaction in the VLE. To illustrate this, in the following
students’ artefact from Class #4, we observe a script that ninth graders created based on the
contextualized story called “Life profession”. The script evidences the reflection that the participants did
about parents’ behaviour and opinions toward professions. During this activity, they reflected upon the
reading, talked about their experiences, preferences, worries, and plans to become what they want to be.
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Jhon: good afternoon father, | have something to tell you.

Yo: tell me son

Jhon: I don’t like studying

Yo: what? So, if you dont like to study in what will you work in the future?

Jhon: father | want to be a driver.

Yo: a driver? No. That’s a work for poor people. Instead of that, study medicine! If you study medicine
and become a doctor you will gain so much money.

Jhon: no father.

Yo: what do you mean by no? do you want to be a loser? And you Tania, what do you want to study? Or
you are gonna be like your brother?

Tania: 1 would like to be a nurse, father.

Yo: that is a low paid work. Study other thing like being in the NASA.

Tania: let me think about it.

Yo: ok, | hope you take the better decision.

Furthermore, as can be appreciated in the following students’ artefact from Class #5, we evidence an
answer to the question “how commercials on tv and magazines affect the way we perceive the world?”
which makes part of the critical thinking questionnaire based on one of the contextualized stories
implemented, named “More body than soul”. Through this participant’s answer, we noticed the capability
that ninth graders had to answer and argue open-ending questions, which resulted to be very encouraging
since it demonstrated that the critical thinking questionnaires worked as they prepared the participants to
evaluate their context and have a critical position about their society, further contributing to it with
actions for change. In the same way, this answer shows how enriching it became to communicate these
ideas, beliefs, and perceptions about life in a VLE, with participants from different places of the southern
region of Colombia.

How commercials on tv and magazines affect the way we perceive the world?

I think commercials and magazines affect the way we perceive the world because what we see in
commercials and magazines on internet, the body that we see on Instagram the kind of people that is like
perfect in comillas that kind of people affect because like that stereotype or prototype of beauty is
something really unreal or something that is really hard to achieve and Young people is the most affected
because they start to feel bad with themselves and they start to compare themselves with other people that
are more pretty. This affect because the commercials present only people that can deal with all the beauty
standards.

All in all, these considerations are framed under the pandemic lockdown which was the time while this
project was developed. In this sense, the implementation of the VLE was useful since it allowed to create
an agreeable environment for sharing and discussing critically about teenagers’ social issues and feelings.
In this sense, the VLE enabled the interaction of different populations from Florencia-Caqueta, Doncello-
Caquetd, Palestina-Huila, and Guayabal-Tolima in a same class as ninth graders. From this diversity, new
ideas, assumptions, and perceptions were formulated, resulting in a co-construction of beliefs, opinions,
and meanings.

Conclusions

After scrutinizing the results obtained, we can conclude that implementing critical thinking questionnaires
through a VLE significantly contributed to EFL reading comprehension. We can conclude that ninth
graders’ higher order thinking skills enhanced as they were working on the stages: remember, understand,
apply, analyse, evaluate, and create (Alyousef, 2005; Grabe & Stoller, 2002; O’Malley et al., 1985).

In agreement with Abbott’s (2006) and Molina’s (2018) assertions, the participants in our study fostered
their reading comprehension as they were exposed to the contextualized stories in which they practiced
reading strategies. Additionally, the interaction between peers in the VLE allowed ninth graders to co-
construct new perspectives, beliefs, and ideas making use of their analytical and reflective reasoning
(Herrera, 2017; Kim, 2008; Knight, 2009).
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Similarly, the ninth graders’ reading comprehension improved as they passed from translating word by
word to analysing the main idea of the whole text (Hedge, 2001; Rios & Valcarcel, 2005). Therefore,
participants learned reading strategies and improved their metacognition. Correspondingly, ninth graders
did the exercise of analysing each part of the text like the title and the picture, putting themselves into the
characters’ shoes and authors’ thoughts to have a wider panorama of the readings. Similarly, the VLE
facilitated the exchange of information, the availability of didactic materials and fostered spaces for
discussions, reflections, and analysis of content.

With respect to the use of critical thinking questionnaires, we can affirm that they enabled participants to
go deeper in the analysis of the contextualized stories, facilitating their understanding and avoiding just
coping and recalling information. The organization of the questions had a great influence, as they were
graded from the easiest to the most complex ones. Through this process, ninth graders learned to question
the reason of things, allowing them to make valid arguments by contrasting their previous knowledge and
experiences with the new situations they were exposed to (Kagnarith et al., 2007; Nappi, 2017). Likewise,
the participants became more conscious and critical about the issues that occur in society.

Finally, we can assert that implementing critical thinking questionnaires as a teaching strategy can help
teachers to encourage their students to talk openly about their feelings and worries, which contributes to
students’ reading comprehension since they would have the freedom to answer questions about texts
expressing what they consider important without fear of being judged or punished for expressing their
opinions.
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