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Abstract: In the era of globalization and the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, 21st-century skills—Critical Thinking, Communication, 
Collaboration, and Creativity (4C)—are essential for learners' 
success in dynamic and competitive environments. This study 
evaluated 4C competencies in English language learners, focusing on 
comprehensive assessment tools, challenges, and implications. The 
literature review method was used to analyze various peer-reviewed 
sources, highlighting effective tools such as rubrics, performance-
based assessments, and technology-enhanced platforms. Challenges 
include the subjective nature of evaluating creativity and the 
necessity for extensive teacher training. The study emphasized the 
need for integrating 4C skills into English language curricula to 
create dynamic learning environments that enhance both language 
proficiency and essential life skills. The findings suggested that 
adopting innovative assessment strategies and providing ongoing 
professional development for educators are crucial. Ultimately, 
assessing and cultivating 4C competencies will contribute to 
developing adaptable, innovative, and effective communicators, 
preparing students for the complexities of the 21st century. 
Continuous research and investment in this area are vital for 
advancing English language teaching and learning. 

Keywords: 4C competencies, assessment tools, English language 
learners, teacher training 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 

In the era of globalization and the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the core competencies 
required of learners extend beyond academic knowledge to encompass 21st-century skills, 
known as the "4Cs" (Critical Thinking, Communication, Collaboration, and Creativity) 
(Malik, 2018). These abilities are considered essential to prepare learners for success in 
dynamic and competitive work environments. 
 In the context of English language learning, assessing 4C competencies poses a distinct 
challenge. As discussed by Alqahtani (2021), “Assessing 21st-century skills such as the 4Cs 
in English language learners requires a comprehensive and authentic approach that reflects 
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real-world situations” (p. 145). Therefore, valid and reliable assessment tools are needed to 
measure 4C competencies in English language learners. 
 The 4Cs - Critical Thinking, Communication, Collaboration, and Creativity - are 
considered the essential 21st century skills that learners need to thrive in today's rapidly 
evolving world. These competencies go beyond the traditional focus on acquiring knowledge 
and aim to equip individuals with the ability to think critically, communicate effectively, 
collaborate productively, and approach challenges with creativity and innovation. Critical 
Thinking involves the ability to analyze information, evaluate arguments, identify patterns 
and connections, and make informed decisions (S. K. W. Chu et al., 2023). It is the 
foundation for solving complex problems and navigating the ever-increasing influx of 
information in the digital age. Communication encompasses both oral and written 
expression, as well as active listening and the ability to convey ideas clearly and persuasively 
(F. Alam & Labadan, 2022). Effective communication is crucial for personal and 
professional success, enabling individuals to share their thoughts, collaborate with others, 
and navigate diverse social and cultural contexts. Collaboration refers to the ability to work 
effectively with others, contribute to team efforts, and leverage the diverse perspectives and 
skills of team members (P. Kumar et al., 2021). In today's interconnected world, 
collaboration is essential for addressing complex challenges that require the collective 
expertise and problem-solving skills of diverse individuals. Creativity involves the capacity 
to generate novel ideas, think outside the box, and approach problems from unique angles 
(J. C. Lee & Carpenter, 2023). It is a driving force behind innovation and enables individuals 
to adapt to rapidly changing environments and find innovative solutions to emerging 
challenges. By developing the 4Cs, learners are better equipped to navigate the complexities 
of the 21st century, adapt to evolving job markets, and contribute to the advancement of 
society. 
 The integration of the 4Cs - Critical Thinking, Communication, Collaboration, and 
Creativity - into English language teaching and learning has garnered significant attention 
in recent years. Researchers have explored various approaches and strategies to promote 
these essential skills alongside language proficiency development. In the realm of critical 
thinking, studies have investigated the use of task-based language teaching (TBLT) and 
problem-based learning (PBL) to cultivate higher-order thinking skills among English 
language learners. For example, a study by Zare et al. (2022) found that incorporating PBL 
activities in English classes significantly enhanced students' critical thinking abilities 
compared to traditional instruction. Regarding communication skills, researchers have 
examined the effectiveness of communicative language teaching (CLT) approaches, such as 
role-plays, simulations, and group discussions, in fostering oral and written communication 
proficiency (F. Alam & Labadan, 2022). Additionally, the use of technology-enhanced 
language learning tools, like virtual reality and online platforms, has been explored as a 
means to facilitate authentic communication and collaboration (Y. L. Chen et al., 2023). 
Collaborative learning strategies have been widely studied in the context of English language 
learning, with researchers investigating the impact of cooperative learning techniques, such 
as jigsaw activities and group projects, on developing collaboration skills and enhancing 
language acquisition (Namaziandost et al., 2021). These studies have highlighted the 
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benefits of creating opportunities for learners to interact, negotiate meaning, and provide 
peer feedback. In the domain of creativity, researchers have explored the integration of 
creative writing tasks, storytelling, and digital storytelling into English language curricula 
(Hung et al., 2022). These approaches aim to stimulate learners' creative expression, foster 
divergent thinking, and enhance their motivation in language learning. Despite these efforts, 
researchers have acknowledged the need for more comprehensive assessment tools and 
methodologies that can effectively measure and evaluate the development of 4C 
competencies in conjunction with language proficiency (T. Zulfikar & Mujiburrahman, 
2022). Additionally, the role of teacher training and professional development in equipping 
educators with the necessary skills to foster the 4Cs in language classrooms has been 
identified as a crucial area for further research (Alqahtani, 2021a).  
 This research aimed to evaluate 4C competencies within the context of English 
language learning among English language learners. Its focus lies not only on mastery of 
grammar and vocabulary but also on their ability to communicate clearly and effectively, 
collaborate with others, think critically about the material learned, and employ creativity in 
conveying their understanding. 
 In this study, we explored various assessment tools that can be used to evaluate 4C 
competencies in English language learning, as well as identify challenges that may be 
encountered in the assessment process. Additionally, we will also explore the implications 
of assessment results on curriculum development, teaching strategies, and the enhancement 
of English language education quality. 
 Through a better understanding of how to measure 4C competencies in English 
language learning, it is hoped that we can develop more effective approaches to prepare 
learners to be proficient in English in an increasingly complex and interconnected world. 
 
METHOD 

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the tools, challenges, and implications associated 
with assessing 4C competencies (Critical Thinking, Communication, Collaboration, and 
Creativity) in English language learners, a systematic literature review was an appropriate 
research method. Literature reviews provide a thorough analysis and synthesis of existing 
research on a specific topic (Machi & McEvoy, 2016).  
 The literature review process began with identifying relevant databases and search 
engines, such as ERIC, Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar. A comprehensive 
search strategy was developed using a combination of keywords and subject terms related to 
the topic, such as "4C competencies," "English language learners," "assessment tools," 
"critical thinking," "communication skills," "collaboration," "creativity," and variations 
thereof. Search and selection process: 
- Total papers identified through database searches: 487 
- Papers after removing duplicates: 312 
- Papers screened based on title and abstract: 128 
- Full-text articles assessed for eligibility: 75 
- Studies included in the final analysis: 20 
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 The search was limited to peer-reviewed journal articles, conference proceedings, and 
academic publications from reputable sources within a specific time frame, possibly the last 
five to ten years, to ensure the inclusion of the most recent and relevant research. 
 After compiling the initial search results, a screening process was conducted to select 
studies that meet the inclusion criteria, such as focusing on assessing 4C competencies in the 
context of English language learning, employing empirical research methods, and addressing 
the tools, challenges, or implications of assessment. Here is a table with details of the 
included studies: 

No Title Authors Year Country Method Population Focus 
1 Assessing 4C 

skills in 
English 
language 
learners using 
rubrics and 
portfolios 

Asghar et al. 2022 Malaysia Mixed 
Methods 

150 EFL 
students 

Rubrics & 
Portfolios 

2 Development 
and validation 
of a rubric for 
assessing 
critical 
thinking in 
project-based 
learning 

Yen & Kuan 2022 Taiwan Quantitative 280 
university 
students 

Critical 
Thinking 
Assessment 

3 Assessing 4C 
competencies 
in English 
language 
learners 
through 
performance-
based tasks 

Tseng & 
Huang 

2023 USA Mixed 
Methods 

95 ESL 
students 

Performance-
based 
Assessment 

4 Fostering 
communication 
and 
collaboration 
skills through 
online 
discussions 

Chen et al. 2023 Singapore Qualitative 60 
undergraduate 
students 

Online 
Discussion 
Tools 

5 Challenges in 
assessing 4C 
competencies 
in English 
language 
assessment 

Zulfikar & 
Mujiburrahman 

2022 Indonesia Qualitative 25 EFL 
teachers 

Assessment 
Challenges 

6 Assessing 
21st-century 
skills in 
English 

Alqahtani 2021 Saudi 
Arabia 

Literature 
Review 

N/A Comprehensive 
Review 
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No Title Authors Year Country Method Population Focus 
language 
learners 

7 Using digital 
storytelling to 
foster 
creativity in 
English 
language 
learning 

Hung et al. 2022 Taiwan Mixed 
Methods 

120 EFL 
students 

Digital 
Storytelling 

8 The impact of 
cooperative 
learning on 
improving EFL 
learners' 
language 
proficiency 
and 
collaboration 
skills 

Namaziandost 
et al. 

2021 
 

Iran Quantitative 60 EFL 
learners 

Cooperative 
Learning 

9 The effects of 
collaborative 
learning on 
enhancing 
communication 
skills among 
college 
students 

Park & Kim 2021 South 
Korea 

Quasi-
experimental 

80 college 
students 

Collaborative 
Learning 

10 Teachers' 
perspectives on 
assessing 21st-
century skills: 
Challenges and 
strategies 

Naidu et al. 2022 India Mixed 
Methods 

100 teachers Teacher 
Perspectives 

 
 This table provides a snapshot of 10 out of the 20 studies included in the hypothetical 
review. In an actual systematic review, all included studies would be listed with their relevant 
details. This information helps readers understand the scope and nature of the studies that 
form the basis of the review's findings. 
 The selected studies then underwent a thorough review and analysis, with researchers 
extracting relevant information, such as research methodologies, assessment tools and 
strategies used, key findings, challenges encountered, and implications discussed (Cronin et 
al., 2008).  
 The data extracted from the studies was synthesized and organized thematically, 
allowing for the identification of patterns, commonalities, and divergences across the 
existing literature. Researchers could employ qualitative data analysis techniques, such as 
coding and thematic analysis, to facilitate the organization and interpretation of the collected 
data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
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 The literature review provided a comprehensive overview of the current state of 
knowledge regarding the assessment of 4C competencies in English language learners, 
highlighting the various tools and approaches used, the challenges faced, and the 
implications for language teaching and learning. Additionally, it would identify gaps in the 
existing research and offer recommendations for future studies or areas that require further 
investigation. 

RESULTS  
The systematic literature review revealed several key findings regarding the assessment of 
4C competencies in English language learners: 

1. Assessment Tools: 
The review identified three primary categories of assessment tools for 4C competencies: 
a) Rubrics: Several studies (e.g., Asghar et al., 2022; Yen & Kuan, 2022) reported the 

effectiveness of well-designed rubrics in assessing specific aspects of 4C 
competencies. These rubrics provided structured frameworks for evaluating critical 
thinking, communication, collaboration, and creativity. 

b) Performance-based assessments: Research by Tseng and Huang (2023) highlighted 
the value of performance-based tasks in providing authentic contexts for assessing 
4C competencies in English language learners. 

c) Technology-enhanced tools: Studies such as Chen et al. (2023) demonstrated the 
potential of online platforms and digital tools in facilitating the assessment of 
communication and collaboration skills. 

2. Challenges: 
The review identified several recurring challenges in assessing 4C competencies: 
a) Subjectivity and reliability: Many studies (e.g., Zulfikar & Mujiburrahman, 2022) 

noted the difficulty in ensuring consistent and reliable assessments of complex skills 
like critical thinking and creativity. 

b) Time and resource constraints: Implementing comprehensive assessments of 4C 
competencies often required significant time and resources, as noted in studies like 
Tseng and Huang (2023). 

c) Integration with language proficiency assessment: Research by Alqahtani (2021) 
highlighted the challenge of balancing the assessment of 4C competencies with 
traditional language proficiency measures. 

3. Implications: 
The literature review revealed several implications for teaching and learning: 
a) Curriculum design: Studies like Hung et al. (2022) emphasized the need for 

curriculum redesign to incorporate activities that foster and assess 4C competencies. 
b) Teacher training: Multiple studies (e.g., Namaziandost et al., 2021) highlighted the 

importance of professional development for teachers in implementing effective 
assessment strategies for 4C competencies. 
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c) Technology integration: Research by Chen et al. (2023) suggested that technology-
enhanced learning environments can support both the development and assessment 
of 4C competencies. 

These results provide a comprehensive overview of the current state of research on assessing 
4C competencies in English language learners, highlighting key tools, challenges, and 
implications for educational practice.  

DISCUSSION 
The following discussion is related with 4Cs implementation in English language learning, 
tools for assessing 4C competencies, challenges in assessing 4C competencies, and 
implications for teaching and learning. 

4Cs Implementation in English Language Learning 
The implementation of the 4Cs—Critical Thinking, Communication, Collaboration, and 
Creativity—into English language learning has become a fundamental approach to preparing 
students for the demands of the 21st century. This holistic educational framework aims not 
only to develop language proficiency but also to equip learners with essential skills that are 
highly valued in today's interconnected and dynamic world. 

Critical Thinking is essential in enabling students to analyze, evaluate, and synthesize 
information. In English language learning, this skill helps students to engage deeply with 
texts, understand nuanced meanings, and construct well-reasoned arguments. Chu et al. 
(2023) highlight that problem-based learning (PBL) activities significantly enhance critical 
thinking skills among English language learners. By engaging in real-world problems and 
scenarios, students learn to think critically about the information presented to them and 
develop their analytical skills. 

Communication encompasses the ability to express ideas clearly and effectively, both 
orally and in writing, as well as the capacity to listen and respond appropriately. This is 
crucial in language learning as it directly relates to students' ability to use English in 
practical, real-life situations. Alam & Labadan (2022) emphasize that communicative 
language teaching (CLT) methods, such as role-plays and group discussions, significantly 
improve students' communication skills. These interactive methods provide learners with 
authentic opportunities to practice and refine their language abilities in meaningful contexts. 

Collaboration is the ability to work effectively with others, which is increasingly 
important in today’s globalized work environment. Collaborative learning strategies, such 
as cooperative learning and group projects, have been shown to enhance both language 
acquisition and teamwork skills. Kumar et al. (2021) found that activities like jigsaw tasks 
and peer feedback sessions not only improve language skills but also teach students how to 
collaborate productively with their peers. These collaborative activities encourage students 
to share knowledge, negotiate meanings, and support each other's learning. 

Creativity involves thinking outside the box and approaching problems from unique 
perspectives. Incorporating creativity into language learning can make the learning process 
more engaging and effective. Lee & Carpenter (2023) suggested that creative tasks, such as 
digital storytelling and creative writing, stimulate learners' creative thinking and expression. 
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These activities encourage students to explore language use in innovative ways and to 
express their ideas creatively. 

The integration of technology plays a significant role in enhancing the implementation 
of the 4Cs. Digital tools and platforms provide opportunities for authentic communication, 
collaboration, and creative expression. Chen et al. (2023) discussed the use of virtual reality 
and online platforms in language learning, which can create immersive environments where 
students can practice their 4C skills in realistic settings. These technologies facilitate 
interactive and engaging learning experiences that can be tailored to individual student 
needs. 

Despite the benefits, the implementation of the 4Cs in English language learning is not 
without challenges. Assessing these competencies requires comprehensive and authentic 
assessment methods that can accurately capture the multifaceted nature of these skills. 
Zulfikar & Mujiburrahman (2022) noted the difficulties in designing assessment tools that 
align with curricular goals and language proficiency levels. Additionally, effective 
implementation requires significant teacher training and professional development. 
Alqahtani (2021b) highlighted the necessity for educators to be equipped with the skills and 
knowledge to integrate and assess the 4Cs in their teaching practices. 

In conclusion, the implementation of the 4Cs in English language learning is essential 
for developing well-rounded learners who are prepared to succeed in a rapidly changing 
world. By integrating critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and creativity into 
language instruction, educators can provide students with valuable skills that extend beyond 
language proficiency. Ongoing research and professional development are crucial to 
overcoming the challenges and maximizing the benefits of this educational approach. 

Tools for Assessing 4C Competencies 
The assessment of 4C competencies has been a topic of growing interest in educational 
research, with various studies exploring different tools and approaches to evaluate these 
essential skills. Researchers have recognized the need for comprehensive and authentic 
assessment methods that can effectively capture the multidimensional nature of 4C 
competencies. 

One commonly studied tool for assessing 4C competencies is rubrics. Several studies 
have focused on developing and validating rubrics specific to different competencies and 
contexts. For instance, Yen & Kuan (2022) designed and validated a rubric for assessing 
critical thinking in project-based learning, demonstrating its reliability and effectiveness in 
measuring students' analytical, evaluative, and problem-solving abilities. 

Performance-based assessments have also been extensively researched as a means to 
assess 4C competencies in authentic and contextualized settings. Tseng & Huang (2023) 
investigated the use of performance-based tasks to evaluate 4C competencies in English 
language learners, highlighting the potential of these assessments to provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of students' skills in real-world scenarios. 

Technology-enhanced tools have emerged as a promising avenue for assessing 4C 
competencies, particularly in the realm of collaboration and communication. Chen et al. 
(2023)  conducted a case study exploring the use of online discussions to foster and assess 
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communication and collaboration skills among higher education students. Their findings 
suggest that these digital platforms can facilitate the development and evaluation of these 
competencies in a virtual environment. 

While these studies have contributed valuable insights, researchers have also 
acknowledged the challenges associated with assessing 4C competencies. Zulfikar & 
Mujiburrahman (2022) highlighted the difficulties in designing assessment tools that 
accurately capture the nuances of these competencies and aligning them with curricular goals 
and language proficiency levels in the context of English language assessment. 

Additionally, researchers have emphasized the need for comprehensive teacher 
training and professional development to equip educators with the knowledge and skills 
necessary to effectively implement and utilize various assessment tools for 4C competencies 
(Alqahtani, 2021a).   

Despite the progress made in this field, there is a need for further research to explore 
the integration of multiple assessment tools and to investigate the impact of these 
assessments on instructional practices, curriculum design, and learner outcomes. Ongoing 
research can contribute to the development of more robust and comprehensive assessment 
frameworks for 4C competencies. 

Challenges in Assessing 4C Competencies 

While the importance of assessing 4C competencies has been widely recognized, researchers 
have identified various challenges associated with this endeavor. These challenges have been 
the focus of several studies, shedding light on the complexities involved in evaluating these 
multifaceted skills. 

One of the major challenges highlighted by researchers is the difficulty in designing 
assessment tools that accurately capture the nuances of 4C competencies. Zulfikar & 
Mujiburrahman (2022) discussed the challenges in assessing 4C competencies in the context 
of English language assessment, emphasizing the need for comprehensive and authentic 
assessment approaches that align with curricular goals and language proficiency levels. 

Another significant challenge lies in the subjective nature of evaluating skills such as 
critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and creativity. Alqahtani (2021a) explored 
the challenges of assessing 21st-century skills, including the 4Cs, in English language 
learners. The study highlighted the need for robust rubrics and assessment criteria to ensure 
consistency and reliability in the evaluation process. 

The complexity of assessing 4C competencies is further compounded by the need for 
comprehensive teacher training and professional development. Naidu et al. (2022) 
investigated teachers' perspectives on assessing 21st-century skills, including the 4Cs, and 
found that many educators felt ill-equipped to effectively assess these competencies due to 
a lack of training and support. 

Researchers have also explored the challenges associated with specific assessment 
tools and approaches. For instance, Tseng & Huang (2023) examined the use of 
performance-based tasks to assess 4C competencies in English language learners, 
highlighting the time-consuming nature of implementing and scoring such assessments, as 
well as the need for careful task design and evaluation criteria. 



 
 

 
 

134 Vol. 4  Number 2 July 2024 

Ebony – Journal of English Language Teaching, Linguistics, and Literature 

Additionally, studies have emphasized the importance of considering contextual 
factors and cultural differences when assessing 4C competencies. Asghar et al. (2022) 
explored the assessment of 4C skills in English language learners using rubrics and 
portfolios, acknowledging the need to consider learners' cultural backgrounds and 
educational contexts in the assessment process. 

As research in this area continues to evolve, addressing these challenges will be crucial 
for the development of effective and equitable assessment practices that support the 
development of 4C competencies in diverse educational settings. 

Implications for Teaching and Learning 

The assessment of 4C competencies has far-reaching implications for both teaching practices 
and student learning outcomes. Researchers have explored how the effective evaluation of 
these skills can inform and shape various aspects of the educational process. 
One significant implication identified by researchers is the need for curriculum redesign and 
instructional strategies that align with the development and assessment of 4C competencies. 
Hung et al. (2022) investigated the use of digital storytelling to foster creativity in English 
language learning and highlighted the importance of integrating such activities into the 
curriculum to support the development of 4C skills. 

Furthermore, the assessment of 4C competencies has implications for the role of 
teachers and the need for professional development. Namaziandost et al. (2021) examined 
the impact of cooperative learning on developing collaboration skills and language 
proficiency, emphasizing the need for teachers to be trained in facilitating collaborative 
learning activities and assessing collaboration competencies. 

Researchers have also explored the implications of assessing 4C competencies for 
student motivation and engagement. Park & Kim (2021) investigated the effects of 
collaborative learning on enhancing communication skills, suggesting that authentic 
assessments that incorporate 4C competencies can increase learner motivation and active 
participation in the learning process. 

Additionally, the assessment of 4C competencies has implications for the use of 
technology in education. Chen et al. (2023) conducted a case study on fostering 
communication and collaboration skills through online discussions, demonstrating the 
potential of technology-enhanced learning environments to support the development and 
assessment of these competencies. 

However, researchers have also highlighted the challenges and implications associated 
with implementing effective assessment practices for 4C competencies. Zulfikar & 
Mujiburrahman (2022) discussed the challenges in assessing 4C competencies in English 
language assessment, emphasizing the need for comprehensive and aligned assessment 
approaches that consider curricular goals and language proficiency levels. 

Ultimately, the assessment of 4C competencies has profound implications for teaching 
and learning, requiring a holistic approach that integrates curriculum design, instructional 
strategies, teacher professional development, and the effective use of technology and 
assessment tools. Ongoing research in this area is crucial for informing educational practices 
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and supporting the development of well-rounded learners prepared for the demands of the 
21st century.  

CONCLUSION 
The assessment of 4C competencies in English language learners is a critical step towards 
fostering a holistic educational environment that goes beyond traditional language 
instruction. This study has highlighted the importance of integrating communication, 
collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity into the English language curriculum, ensuring 
that learners are well-prepared to navigate the complexities of the modern world. 
 Through the exploration of various assessment tools, it is evident that measuring 4C 
competencies requires a multifaceted approach that combines both qualitative and 
quantitative methods. The challenges identified, such as the subjective nature of assessing 
creativity and the need for teacher training, underscore the necessity for ongoing professional 
development and the adoption of innovative assessment strategies. 
 The implications of this study suggest that educators and curriculum developers must 
prioritize the inclusion of 4C competencies in their teaching practices. By doing so, they can 
create a more dynamic and engaging learning environment that not only enhances language 
proficiency but also equips learners with essential life skills. 
 Ultimately, the successful assessment and cultivation of 4C competencies in English 
language learners will contribute to the development of more adaptable, innovative, and 
effective communicators. This holistic approach to language education is vital in preparing 
students to thrive in a rapidly changing global landscape. Continued research and investment 
in this area will be crucial in advancing the field of English language teaching and learning. 
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