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Abstract 

This research investigates the effectiveness of higher order thinking skills (HOTS) through 

performance-based assessment (PBA) to improve speaking skills. This research used classroom action 

research (CAR) conducted in two cycles. The subjects were 20 students of grade XI. The research 

instruments used observation sheets, tests, and questionnaires. The pre-test results showed that only 20% 

of students met the KKM, increasing to 45% in Cycle 1 and 55% in the post-test. However, further 

enhancement was needed to reach the 80% success criterion, prompting Cycle 2. The implementation of 

HOTS through PBA can improve students' speaking ability, indicated by better performance in fluency, 

vocabulary, pronunciation, and grammar. The questionnaire results also showed positive student 

responses, indicating that HOTS through PBA can increase motivation, confidence, and learning interest. 

Based on these findings, it can be concluded that the application of HOTS through PBA can be an 

effective alternative to improve speaking skills, as well as encourage students to think critically, 

creatively, and communicatively. 

Keywords: Students’ Critical Thinking; Speaking Skill; HOTS PBA Technique; Collaborative Action 
Research 
 

 

1 Introduction 

English becomes a vital medium for communication, cognition, and expression worldwide. The 

ability to think critically and communicate effectively has become essential for students to navigate the 

complexities of modern society. However, Indonesia's performance in the 2022 PISA ranked 69th, 

showing that Indonesian students have difficulty improving these skills (Juwita & Yuliardi, 2024). The 

result highlights the urgency to enhance students' critical thinking abilities, particularly within the 

educational framework, to better prepare them for academic and social demands. 

Critical thinking is a cornerstone of 21st-century education, which requires students to be able to 

analyze, evaluate, and synthesize information effectively. It is not only acquiring knowledge but also 

applying it in innovative and meaningful ways. In the context of English language learning, critical 

thinking is closely tied to Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS), which go beyond basic comprehension 

and memorization to include analysis, evaluation, and creation (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). These 

skills are necessary for students to engage in complex problem-solving and to communicate their ideas 

effectively in both academic and real-world settings. 
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Despite the acknowledged importance of HOTS, its implementation in Indonesian schools 

remains poor. Many classrooms are still dominated by traditional evaluation techniques which only train 

the students with lower-order thinking skills. This approach has the potential to fail in developing 

students' critical and creative thinking skills to face the dynamics of a constantly changing world. 

Performance-Based Assessment (PBA), which focuses on authentic and real-world-relevant tasks, has 

been proposed as a more effective alternative. PBA encourages students to exhibit their talents through 

practical activities such as group performances, oral presentations, and project-based learning, which 

promotes higher-order thinking and critical analysis (Brown, 2004; Oberg, 2010). 

However, in Indonesia the integration of HOTS into PBA faces several challenges. Teachers 

often lack the necessary training and resources to design and implement HOTS-based assessments 

effectively in class. Furthermore, students are often not familiar with HOTS-oriented questions, which 

demand critical and creative thinking instead of rote memorization (Yuliati & Lestari, 2018). This gap 

between theory and practice highlighted the need for further research into how HOTS can be effectively 

integrated into PBA to enhance students' critical thinking and learning outcomes.   

This study aims to investigate the integration of Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) into 

Performance-Based Assessment (PBA) to enhance critical thinking and learning outcomes with a focus 

on speaking skills among Grade XI students at SMA Takhassus An-Nida' Wonosobo. The research uses 

classroom action research and is guided by two central questions: how the implementation of HOTS in 

PBA improves critical thinking and learning outcomes, and what challenges teachers face in applying 

HOTS-based PBA. The study also seeks to provide strategies to overcome implementation barriers and 

improve students' language proficiency. The findings are expected to contribute to the theoretical 

understanding of HOTS and PBA in English language teaching, while providing practical insights for 

educators, curriculum developers, and policymakers. Thus, requiring us to be careful in paying attention 

to its aspects (Prihantoro, 2012). 

 

 

2 Method 
 

The study was conducted at Takhassus An-Nida Senior High School in Wonosobo, Indonesia, 

during the second semester of the 2023/2024 academic year, the research involved 20 students Grade XI 

and an English teacher with over five years of teaching experience. The school was selected due to its 

unique curriculum and the challenges faced by students in meeting the minimum competency criteria 

(KKM) in English, particularly in speaking and critical thinking. Furthermore, this study employed 

a Classroom Action Research (CAR) design, following the Kemmis and McTaggart model, which 

consists of four iterative stages: planning, acting, observing, and reflecting.  

 

The CAR approach was chosen to address these challenges by implementing Higher Order Thinking 

Skills (HOTS) Performance-Based Assessment (PBA), which aims to improve students' critical thinking 

and speaking abilities. The data were collected through both qualitative and quantitative methods, 

including questionnaires, unstructured observations, semi-structured interviews, speaking tests (pre-tests 

and post-tests), and documentation (field notes, photographs, and videos). The instruments used included 

lesson plans (RPP) developed in accordance with the Indonesian Ministry of Education's guidelines, 

observation sheets, a speaking performance rubric, and a critical thinking rubric. 

 

The qualitative data were analyzed through coding and thematic analysis, while quantitative data 

were analyzed using descriptive statistics to measure improvements in students' speaking skills and 

critical thinking abilities. The study employed several strategies to ensure validity and reliability, 

including democratic validity, outcome validity, process validity, dialogical validity, triangulation, 

and inter-rater reliability.  

 

The research was conducted in two cycles, with each cycle refining the implementation of HOTS 

PBA to enhance students' critical thinking and speaking skills. The success of the intervention was 
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determined by the percentage of students achieving scores above the minimum competency criteria 

(KKM) of 74, with at least 80% of students required to meet this threshold. The study concluded that the 

HOTS PBA approach significantly improved students' speaking abilities and critical thinking, meeting the 

predefined success criteria. 

 

 
3 Finding and Discussion 

 
The research was conducted in two cycles, each involving planning, action, observation, and 

reflection. The initial reconnaissance phase identified several issues in the teaching and learning  process, 

including students' lack of confidence in speaking, low critical thinking skills, difficulties in 

pronunciation and grammar, and a reliance on traditional evaluation methods. These problems were 

addressed through a series of actions, including the implementation of HOTS PBA activities, providing 

feedback on students' performances, encouraging the use of diverse references, and distributing handouts 

for daily materials. Additionally, the chart comparing students' speaking scores in the pre-test and post-

test is shown below. 
 

                                     
 

Figure 1. The Chart of Students Speaking Performance Score in Pre-Test and Post Test I 

 

In Cycle 1, the researcher and collaborator implemented HOTS PBA activities to engage students 

in critical thinking and speaking exercises. The activities included group discussions, presentations, and 

problem-based learning tasks. Despite initial challenges, such as students' reluctance to participate and 

difficulties in pronunciation and grammar, there was a noticeable improvement in students' engagement 

and critical thinking skills. The pre-test results showed that only 20% of students met the Minimum 

Completion Criteria (KKM), but by the end of Cycle 1, 45% of students achieved scores above the KKM. 

The post-test results indicated a gradual improvement in students' speaking proficiency, with 55% of 

students meeting the KKM by the end of Cycle 1. However, further enhancement was needed to reach the 

80% success criterion, prompting the continuation of the research into Cycle 2. Additionally, the chart 

comparing the students' speaking scores in post-test 1 and post-test 2 is shown below. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. The Result of the Students’ Speaking Performance Score of Pre-test 1 and Posttest 2 

 

Cycle 2 focused on refining the HOTS PBA approach, with an emphasis on improving students' 

ability to formulate arguments, access credible references, and engage in critical discussions. The results 

of Cycle 2 showed significant progress, with 75% of students achieving scores above the KKM in the 



International Journal of Multicultural and Multireligious Understanding (IJMMU) Vol. 12, No. 9, September      2025 

 

HOTS Performance Based Assessment to improve Critical Thinking Skills in Speaking Class at ANNIDA Senior High School  235 

 

post-test. The average score increased from 74 in Cycle 1 to 80.7 in Cycle 2, indicating a substantial 

improvement in students' speaking proficiency and critical thinking skills. The implementation of HOTS 

PBA activities, combined with continuous feedback and the use of diverse learning materials, effectively 

enhanced students' engagement and performance in the speaking class. 

 

 
   1st 

  Meeting 

   2nd 

Meeting 

   3rd 

Meeting 

4rth 

Meeting 
      Average    Note   

     Cycle I      30%    40%     45%      60% 44% Improved 

    Cycle II     80%    90%       - - 85% Improved 

                      Table 3. The result of the Students’ HOTS PBA Activity in Cycle I and Cycle II 

 

The table above indicates an increase in student involvement from Cycle I to Cycle II. The mean in 

cycle I was 74, whereas in cycle II it was 81. This has achieved the success criterion of 70% student 

engagement in the learning process. The implementation of HOTS PBA enhances student engagement in 

speaking classes. Additionally, the chart comparing students' speaking scores in the pre-test and post-test 

is shown below: 

                                
Figure 4. The Chart of Students Speaking Performance Score in Pre-Test, Posttest I and Posttest 2 

 

The HOTS PBA approach proved to be an effective method for enhancing students' critical 

thinking and speaking proficiency. The study highlighted the importance of creating an engaging and 

interactive learning environment that encourages students to think critically, express their ideas 

confidently, and actively participate in the learning process. The findings suggest that the HOTS PBA 

approach can be a valuable tool for educators aiming to improve students' higher-order thinking skills and 

speaking abilities in English language learning. 

 

This study, as outlined in the literature review, aligns with the dimensions of learning independence 

proposed by Ennis (1996). According to Ennis, students can be classified as critical thinkers if they 

demonstrate the ability to pose and respond to challenging questions, articulate and explain arguments 

from various perspectives, identify credible sources with relevant observations, and draw definitive 

conclusions. The findings of this study indicate an improvement in students' critical thinking skills, as 

evidenced by the increasing number of students who demonstrated proficiency in these elements across 

the cycles. 

 

The data presented in the results section show a significant increase in student engagement from 

Cycle I to Cycle II. The mean score in Cycle I was 74, while in Cycle II, it rose to 81. This improvement 

meets the success criterion of 80% student engagement in the learning process. The implementation of 

Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) through Performance-Based Assessment (PBA) has proven to 

enhance student participation in speaking classes. Notably, there was a marked improvement in three key 

dimensions of critical thinking skills: the ability to ask and answer questions, explain arguments, and 

draw conclusions. 
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In the pre-cycle phase, the traditional teacher-centered lecture method dominated the classroom, 

and students exhibited limited critical thinking abilities. However, with the introduction of HOTS PBA in 

Cycles 1 and 2, the teacher's dominance in the learning process decreased, leading to increased student 

engagement and autonomy. This shift allowed students to develop their critical thinking skills more 

effectively. 

 

The enhancement in critical thinking skills is evident in the students' learning processes. In 

traditional learning environments, students were heavily reliant on the teacher for explanations and lacked 

the initiative to seek out references or engage actively in the learning process. However, with the 

implementation of HOTS PBA, students were able to engage in independent learning, utilizing handouts 

and other resources to acquire knowledge flexibly, rather than relying solely on the teacher. In class, 

students transitioned from passive listeners to active participants, engaging in activities such as debates 

and presentations, which not only improved their comprehension but also refined their speaking abilities. 

 

Fisher (1999) argues that while higher-order thinking skills (HOTS) are complex and difficult to 

define, their characteristics can be observed in practice. This aligns with the findings of Salma et al. 

(2021), who concluded that the use of PBA in English classes significantly benefits the learning process. 

The development of critical thinking skills is essential for students to navigate complex problems and 

make informed decisions. This finding is consistent with the study conducted by Ratna Guntari et al. 

(2023), which involved 22 students. Ratna employed the Problem-Based Learning (PBL) model to 

enhance students' critical thinking skills, and the results indicated that PBL improved both critical 

thinking and academic performance among fifth-grade students at SD Kaniisius Damanagan Baru. This is 

relevant to the findings of the current study, as both studies highlight the importance of active learning 

strategies in fostering critical thinking. 

 

Similarly, a study by Serkan (2023) demonstrated that technology-based instruction, specifically 

the use of GeoGebra activities, enhanced critical thinking skills among primary mathematics teacher 

candidates. While these findings are pertinent to the current study, there are notable differences in the 

methodologies and media employed. Ratna utilized the PBL model, while Serkan focused on GeoGebra 

activities. In contrast, the current study employed HOTS PBA through handouts and printed materials, as 

technological resources were limited in the research setting. This highlights the adaptability of HOTS 

PBA to different contexts, even in environments with limited technological access. 

 

Furthermore, the study revealed that the improvement in students' critical thinking skills positively 

influenced their English speaking proficiency. Prior to the implementation of HOTS PBA, students' 

speaking skills were classified as significantly inadequate, with only 25% of students demonstrating 

proficiency. The learning process was predominantly teacher-centered, with students playing a passive 

role. However, with the introduction of HOTS PBA in Cycles 1 and 2, the teacher's dominance in the 

learning process diminished, leading to increased student engagement and autonomy. This shift allowed 

students to critically articulate their ideas and arguments, particularly in areas of speaking that required 

improvement, such as speaking materials, approaches, strategies, and the learning environment. 

 

As a result, students' higher-order thinking skills in speaking improved significantly, from 44% in 

Cycle 1 to 85% in Cycle 2. This improvement underscores the effectiveness of HOTS PBA in fostering 

both critical thinking and speaking skills. The findings suggest that when students are given the 

opportunity to engage in higher-order thinking activities, they are better equipped to apply their 

knowledge in real-world contexts, leading to improved academic outcomes. 

 

In conclusion, the implementation of HOTS PBA in English teaching and learning has proven to be 

an effective strategy for enhancing students' critical thinking and speaking skills. The study's findings 

align with previous research, demonstrating that active learning strategies, such as PBA, can significantly 

improve students' cognitive and communicative abilities. However, the study also highlights the 
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importance of adapting these strategies to the specific context and resources available, as seen in the use 

of handouts and printed materials in this research. Future studies could explore the long-term impact of 

HOTS PBA on students' academic performance and its applicability in different educational settings. 

 

Conclusion 

The study concludes that HOTS PBA can serve as an alternative teaching method to improve 

speaking performance in educational settings. By integrating critical thinking into the learning process, 

students are better equipped to tackle real-life challenges and develop higher-order cognitive skills. The 

findings underscore the importance of implementing HOTS PBA in the curriculum to foster both 

academic and critical thinking competencies among students. 

In summary, the research highlights the dual benefits of HOTS PBA: improving students' speaking 

abilities and enhancing their critical thinking skills. This approach not only prepares students for 

academic success but also equips them with the necessary skills to navigate complex problems in real-

world scenarios. 
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