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ABSTRACT 
Critical thinking is one of the highly recommended skills for the 21st century that young people should 
cultivate from secondary education to prepare them for the future of work. This chapter examines how 
secondary school teachers use educational philosophies in classrooms to develop critical thinking skills 
in learners. The study used a qualitative research approach and a multiple case-study design to 
understand the participant teachers’ perspectives. The study population consisted of Grade 10-12 
secondary school teachers within the Buffalo City Metro (BCM) District in the Eastern Cape, South 
Africa. The sample size consisted of 12 teachers. Purposive sampling was used to select the participant 
teachers for semi-structured and focus group interviews. The study used thematic analysis methods to 
analyse data.   The findings reveal that teachers practised social constructivism and progressivism as 
educational philosophies to develop critical thinking skills in their learners. The authors conclude that 
developing critical thinking skills in secondary school learners by using relevant educational 
philosophies could result in preparing them for the future world of work or tertiary education. To 
develop critical thinking in secondary school learners, the study recommends that the Department of 
Education and policymakers should implement ongoing teachers’ continuous professional development 
that involves hands-on strategies for teaching each subject in classrooms. 
 
Keywords: critical-thinking skills, progressivism, secondary school, social constructivism, South 
Africa, teaching and learning philosophies. 
 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Critical thinking skills are one of the important 21st-century soft skills that young 
people need to develop from secondary school to prepare them for the future world of work 
or tertiary education.    

To achieve this goal, secondary school teachers ought to use appropriate types of 
educational philosophies in classrooms that will help learners develop critical thinking skills 
(Kagaba, 2025; Wahid, 2022). In the context of the present study, this argument implies that 
teaching and learning philosophies practised by secondary school teachers impact not only 
the acquisition of problem-solving skills, but also the academic performance and prepare 
learners for the future of work. To explore the matter further, the present chapter examines 
educational philosophies used by secondary school teachers to help Grades 10-12 learners 
develop critical-thinking skills in South Africa. 

The main argument of the chapter is that, where there are adequate resources for 
teaching and learning, practising suitable educational philosophies in classrooms will help 
teachers develop critical thinking skills in their learners, hence prepare them for the future 
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world of work. Drawing from philosophical and educational foundations, the present authors 
define critical thinking as reflective and purposeful reasoning that involves metacognition, 
analysis, and evaluation (Alsaleh, 2020). Critical thinking is also a component skill of 
problem-solving, decision-making, and creating strategies to investigate and explore physical 
and conceptual spaces. 

After the introduction, the rest of the chapter is organised in eight main sections.  
The next section is the background of the study, followed by the problem statement and study 
aim. Section four entails the theoretical framework, followed by the literature review. Section 
six discusses the research methodology used to collect the data. Section seven presents the 
data collected through the interviews, followed by the discussion of the findings. The last 
section concludes the study. 
 
2. BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY  
 

Critical thinking has emerged as one of the crucial skills for the 21st century, essential 
for effective problem-solving, informed decision-making, and democratic engagement.  
Critical thinking skills are important in education because they are unique and highly valued 
cognitive skills, characterised as one of the “four Cs” alongside communication, 
collaboration, and creativity (Daflizar & Alfian, 2023; Kagaba, 2025). For that reason, it has 
become highly important that secondary school teachers develop critical thinking skills in 
learners by using appropriate education philosophies and teaching strategies. In other words, 
there is a relationship between philosophies of teaching and learning adopted by a teacher 
and learners’ acquisition of critical thinking skills. Similarly, Leng (2020) argues that if the 
educational philosophy practised by a teacher does not include active engagement of learners, 
metacognition, analysis, and evaluation, then they cannot develop critical thinking skills, 
hence potentially perform poorly in that subject.  

Through the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), the South African 
Department of Basic Education (DBE, 2011) has embedded critical thinking in the 
curriculum of secondary school. The DBE introduced a new teaching strategy in the South 
African Curricula to promote critical thinking. Project-based learning (PBL), problem-based 
learning (PBL), inquiry-based learning (IBL), and case-based learning (CBL) have been 
implemented at secondary schools to develop critical thinking skills among learners. 
However, scholars such as Nikkola et al. (2022) and Leibovitch et al. (2025) have criticised 
South Africa’s CAPS, arguing that it is more prescriptive and content-heavy, thereby 
contributing to the challenges teachers face in integrating certain teaching strategies. The 
CAPS also requires a structured, assessment-driven approach in the classroom, a factor that 
may prompt teachers to prioritise curriculum completion over encouraging learners’ 
involvement in collaborative and critical thinking activities (Leibovitch et al., 2025). Thus, 
time available for developing critical thinking skills is also a significant challenge. 

South African classroom realities present some barriers in implementing educational 
philosophies to develop critical thinking skills in secondary school learners. The first barrier 
consists of overcrowded classrooms (West & Meier, 2020). Overcrowded classrooms hinder 
teachers from using appropriate teaching and learning strategies that can help learners 
develop critical thinking skills. Though there are various policy initiatives to address  
learner-to-teacher ratios, overcrowding is a persistent and systemic problem in South African 
public schools (Tshangana et al. 2023). The second significant barrier is curriculum overload. 
Thornhill-Miller et al. (2023) note that curriculum overload in South Africa negatively 
impacts teaching and learning outcomes.  In this connection, O’Reilly et al. (2022) reported 
that CAPS can limit teachers from implementing teaching and learning strategies as they are 



 
 
 
 
 

Developing Critical Thinking Skills in Secondary School Learners Using Educational Philosophies: 
South African teachers’ perspectives 

203 

obliged to rush through content to meet curriculum requirements.  As a result, teachers leave 
a limited time for reflective teaching practices and class activities.  

A third major barrier is a lack of resources or teaching and learning materials in many 
South African schools, hindering theكpromotion of critical thinking skills (Leibovitch et al., 
2025). Under-resourced schools are heated. This challenge is worse in under-resourced 
schools and in the schools located in rural areas (Makeleni et al., 2023; Zondo, Human-Vogel 
& Omidire, 2025). The lack of resources entails textbooks, learning materials, assessment 
tools, and internet connectivity. In some schools, learners often share a textbook in groups of 
five to seven and cannot complete homework, particularly in disadvantaged community 
schools (Leibovitch et al., 2025; Makeleni et al., 2023). These challenges imply that 
secondary school learners cannot develop critical thinking skills if teachers cannot practise 
relevant teaching and learning philosophies to achieve desired goals.   
 
3. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TEACHING PHILOSOPHY AND 
PRACTICE 
 

A strong connection between teaching philosophy and practice makes teaching 
purposeful in terms of developing critical thinking skills in learners. As a set of beliefs, 
teaching philosophy guides teachers on why and how they teach, while practice is the actual 
implementation of teaching style in the classroom (Leng, 2020). Teaching philosophy and 
practice should be deeply connected, with teaching philosophy informing teaching methods 
and practice (teaching style, classroom management, assessment choices, and interaction 
with students), revealing the connection, and encouraging reflection to create planned, 
effective learning experiences.  In other words, educational philosophy guides practice in the 
classroom. 

Teaching philosophies are significant because they outline the roles and duties of 
teachers in the classroom. Philosophies enhance the ability of teachers to develop solid 
reasoning and understanding (Ulubey & Alpaslan, 2022). Consequently, teachers develop 
solid reasoning and understanding to identify educational practices that have failed and 
design strategies for the improvement of these failed practices.  In the context of China, 
Leng’s (2020) study revealed that the practice of specific educational philosophies motivated 
secondary school learners to engage in academic activities that stimulated their cognitive 
development. 

Furthermore, teaching philosophies can have a significant influence on the performance 
of learners in various ways. When teachers have a clear understanding and application of 
teaching philosophies, they can create a positive learning environment that promotes active 
engagement, critical thinking, and problem-solving skills in learners. In the context of 
Nigerian secondary schools, Jabaar’s (2018) study revealed that teachers still carried out 
traditional learning styles of teacher-centred learning. In addition, teachers did not practice 
appropriate philosophies of teaching and learning to allow them to effectively engage with 
learners and promote active learning. As a result of teachers practicing incorrect philosophies, 
poor academic achievement among secondary school learners was evident.  
 
4. PROBLEM STATEMENT AND STUDY AIM 
 

The concern in this chapter is that many secondary school learners complete their 
secondary school education in South Africa without acquiring soft skills such as critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills, which could help them in their future work environment 
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and tertiary education (DBE, 2022; Zondo et al., 2025; Phillips, 2023). The problem lies with 
teachers facing various challenges hindering them from practising educational philosophies 
in classrooms to develop critical thinking skills in learners. Besides the inadequate 
professional development for teachers, the significant challenges are the curriculum overload 
(Thornhill-Miller et al., 2023), a lack of resources in terms of instructional materials 
(Leibovitch et al., 2025), overcrowded classrooms (West & Meier, 2020), and time 
constraints (O’Reilly et al., 2022). Yet even when resources are available, another significant 
and often overlooked barrier to fostering critical thinking lies in teachers’ continuous 
professional development. As a result, the teaching and learning process tends to emphasise 
rote memorisation and fundamental material knowledge instead of teaching methods that 
promote higher-order thinking. Therefore, the chapter aims to examine teaching and learning 
philosophies that secondary school teachers use to develop critical thinking skills in learners 
in South Africa.  
 
5. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
 

The study utilised the social constructivist learning theory as a theoretical framework. 
Social constructivism was coined and developed by Lev Vygotsky in 1968. Vygotsky 
envisioned that knowledge would be socially constructed using interaction with people in 
various contexts (Frederick-Jonah, 2022). Social constructivism theory is an educational 
learning theory that emphasises learners’ role in constructing their own knowledge in 
learning through reflection. Learners construct knowledge and acquire skills through 
“reflection and active construction process occurring in the mind of individuals” (Brau, 2020, 
p. 6). In other words, learners accumulate new knowledge through exploring and inquiring 
about activities with their peers during learning. The theory is based on the premise that 
learners construct new ideas based on their own prior knowledge and experiences. 

Constructivism is suitable for the study topic because it shifts learning from passive 
reception to active knowledge creation. Social constructivism theory “focuses on interaction, 
collaboration, and group work for effective learning” (Akpan et al., 2020, p.50). It stresses 
self-discovery, problem-solving, and deeper understanding through real-world application 
(Frederick-Jonah, 2022). Furthermore, it promotes self-guided exploration, making learners 
responsible for their learning process, improving motivation, and fostering independent 
thinking for critical analysis.  Therefore, applying the social constructivist learning theory in 
secondary schools can be useful because learners engage freely in classroom activities that 
ignite cognitive skills such as problem-solving and critical thinking (Ullah et al., 2020). As a 
result, learners gain new knowledge through self-reflection, group discussions, and 
evaluation in the classroom. 
 
6. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
It is important to examine the debate in the literature about the most used philosophies of 
teaching and learning that promote critical thinking skills. These are humanism, 
constructivism, and progressivism. Firstly, Humanism is a learner-centred philosophy that 
focuses on developing soft skills to build human relationships and to acquire valuable 
knowledge (Tolstova & Levasheva, 2019). The proponents of this philosophy believe that 
learners should be actively involved with their education on all levels and should be able to 
choose what they will be learning (Tahirsylaj, 2017). In this philosophy, teachers are seen as 
facilitators and partners in learners’ growth, rather than directing the learning process (Fries, 



 
 
 
 
 

Developing Critical Thinking Skills in Secondary School Learners Using Educational Philosophies: 
South African teachers’ perspectives 

205 

2012). Humanism emphasises the importance of self-directed learning, discovery, and 
experiential learning, where learners assume responsibility for their education.  

Secondly, in a constructivist philosophy, the teacher only acts as a source of 
information (Aslan, 2018). The teacher encourages the learner to use different tools and 
methods to seek information and resources. Aung (2020) notes that this philosophy uses a 
more hands-on approach by allowing learners to construct their own ideas. Furthermore, 
Ahmad, Sultana, and Jamil (2020) describe constructivism as the knowledge that is 
constructed based on own experiences and reactions to environments. Constructivism 
emphasises the active role of learners in the learning process and encourages them to 
construct their own meaning of the world through hands-on, minds-on, and authentic learning 
experiences. A study conducted by Sawers, Wicks, Mvududu, Seeley and Copeland (2016) 
indicate that active, collaborative learning and knowledge creation by learners are more 
effective than traditional models of learning, in which learners are passive recipients of 
information. 

Thirdly, progressivism is a philosophy that focuses on how individuals participate in 
activities. It emphasises the learners rather than the content they are taught (Alsalem, 2018). 
This idea stems from Dewey’s theory, which suggests that more care and consideration 
should be given to the reformation of experience (Williams, 2017). Progressivism views 
education as a means for social reform, and learners are encouraged to engage in critical 
thinking and social action to effect positive change in society. Therefore, teachers who use 
this philosophy must be flexible and adaptable to keep up with changes in the educational 
landscape (Alanoglu et al., 2022). Overall, the progressive philosophy of education promotes 
a learner-centred approach to learning that emphasises experimentation, critical thinking, and 
the active engagement of learners in the learning process. 
 
7. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

The researchers used the interpretative paradigm to conduct the study and achieve its 
purpose. Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) define the interpretivist paradigm as a theory where 
emphasis is placed on trying to understand and interpret the viewpoint of the participants or 
how they interpret contexts. The interpretative paradigm helped the researchers interpret 
participants’ viewpoints and analyse the data using thematic analysis. Kiger and Varpio 
(2020) argue that in interpretative research, researchers intend to understand how participants 
construct reality.  The interpretive paradigm helped the researcher to understand the 
philosophies of teaching and learning that secondary school teachers practice.  

The researchers used a qualitative research approach in the form of a multiple  
case-study research design to understand the phenomenon explored from the perspective of 
the participants. A multiple-case study design is defined as an in-depth analysis of an 
occasion or occurrence of a naturalistic phenomenon (Tracy, 2019). Following the view of 
Majid (2018), when applying the multiple-case study design to this study, the researchers 
determined that the secondary school teachers who identified their philosophies of teaching 
and learning were considered the “multiple cases”.  
 
7.1. Study Population and Sampling  

The study population consisted of 43 secondary school teachers from Circuit Five (5) 
within the Buffalo City Metro (BCM) District in the Eastern Cape. The study considered 
Grades 10 -12 teachers only. The sample size consisted of 12 secondary school teachers. The 
researchers selected three (3) schools within the district. To avoid bias in the process of 
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selecting the participants, four (4) teachers were considered from each school to make a 
sample size of 12 participants for the semi-structured and focus group interviews.  

The study used the purposive sampling method to select 12 teachers. Kumar (2011) 
notes that purposive sampling relies on the researcher’s own judgment to select suitable 
participants who hold information to meet the research objectives. Purposive sampling was 
appropriate for this study because the teachers were recruited based on selection criteria.  The 
researchers sought to find the best possible participants that would suit the criteria set out or 
created by the researcher.  

A school was selected if its language of instruction is mainly English and has more than 
four teachers in Grades 10-12. Similarly, a teacher was selected if he/she had a relevant 
teaching qualification to teach in South African schools with at least five years of teaching 
experience at secondary schools and teaching a subject in Grades 10-12 during the time of 
the data collection process. 
 
7.2. Data Collection and Analysis 

To obtain reliable data from the teachers, the researchers conducted one-on-one  
semi-structured interviews and focus-group interviews. The researchers could not collect data 
through classroom observations because of restrictions linked to the permission letter to 
conduct research from the Department of Basic Education. Semi-structured interviews are 
conducted individually with participants and consist of a combination of open- and  
closed-ended questions on topics which the researcher wants to address (Adams, 2015). The 
researchers conducted semi-structured interviews with the 12 secondary school teachers who 
formed part of the sample size.  The focus-group interview with 12 teachers sought to 
understand the perspectives and experiences of the participants in the study. The reason 
behind choosing a focus-group interview was to gain detailed information on the 
philosophies of teaching and learning that participating teachers used in the classroom 
(Nyumba et al., 2018).  A focus-group interview helped collect rich data that was not revealed 
during one-on-one interviews. 

This study used the thematic analysis method to analyse data from semi-structured 
interviews and focus group interviews. Kiger and Varpio (2020) define thematic analysis as 
an analytical-qualitative method used to understand experiences across a data set. The 
thematic analysis helped identify themes from data that proved to be beneficial to address the 
research question of this study (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). Once the data were collected, 
the researchers analysed the meanings attached to the set of data and were able to use the 
analysis to determine the philosophies of teaching and learning practiced by secondary school 
teachers.  

This study presented some limitations relating to various aspects of the research study. 
The first limitation was the sample size (3 schools and 12 teachers were included), which 
affected the generalisability of the research. The second limitation was the absence of 
classroom observations due to the restrictions on the permission letter to conduct research 
and the ethics approval letter. These restrictions hindered the ability to obtain the views from 
the learners rather than relying on self-reporting responses from the teachers.  
 
8. FINDINGS 
 

It was important to examine the formal teaching qualifications of teachers as they may 
impact the knowledge and practice of educational philosophies to enhance critical thinking 
skills in their learners. The analysis of the findings revealed that the participants’ highest 
qualifications range from a bachelor’s degree in education, a postgraduate certificate in 
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education, to a Master of Education. These findings suggest that teachers with university 
degrees or specialised education training may possess a good knowledge of diverse 
philosophies of teaching and learning. Therefore, their level of qualification could help them 
select suitable philosophies of teaching and learning to develop critical thinking skills in 
learners. 

Table 1 presents the themes and sub-themes that emerged from both semi-structured 
and focus-group interviews with the participants. The interview questions related to teaching 
and learning strategies associated with philosophies that teachers used in classrooms.  
 

Table 1. 
Themes and sub-themes about developing critical thinking skills in learners. 

 

 
The themes and sub-themes presented in Table 1 are developed in the next sub-sections. 

The findings are presented according to the themes and sub-themes with concise analysis. 
The discussions of the findings are in another section.  
 
8.1. Theme 1: Strategies to Implement Teaching and Learning Philosophy in 
Classrooms  

Teachers used diverse strategies in classrooms to develop critical thinking skills in 
learners. During one-on-one interviews and focus group interviews, teachers reported that 
they used a learner-centred approach to motivate their learners to actively engage during the 
process of teaching and learning. Data presented in the sub-themes below shows that teachers 
used problem-based learning, and sharing thoughts and ideas as means to implement a 
specific teaching and learning philosophy.  
 
8.1.1. Sub-theme 1: Problem-Based Learning Strategy 

Teachers used a problem-based learning strategy that involved presenting learners with 
situations or challenges from the real world that called for them to come up with solutions as 
a team. They stated that problem-based learning was an effective procedure for implementing 
their chosen philosophy of teaching and learning. Below are the responses that were given 
by the teachers on the procedure of implementing philosophy. Teacher (P5) explained as 
follows:  

I used problem-based learning to identify problems and interact with learners to 
determine solutions. A difficult and real-world problem or scenario is presented to start 
the learning process. This problem is intended to be interesting and applicable to the 
lives of the learners.  

The teacher (P12) commented the following: 
The learners in my classroom were provided with challenges and allowed to use 
probing tactics to gain more understanding of the challenge. I guided them toward 
developing a solution for each challenge or problem provided. 

Themes Sub-themes 
1. Teaching-learning strategies to implement the 

teaching & learning philosophy in classrooms 
1. Problem-based learning 
2. Class discussions  

2. Importance of critical thinking skills in learners  1. Participating in the learning process 
2. Fulfilling the aim and objectives of the 

subject contents 
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The findings from the quotes reveal that teachers used problem-based learning as a 
strategy to develop critical-thinking skills in their learners. As discussed in the literature 
review section, the learning strategy is linked to progressivism.  The quotes indicate that the 
teachers used to pose problems from real-life contexts to the learners, which helped them 
understand how the knowledge they acquired can be applied in real-world situations. 
Problem-based learning strategy helped teachers to establish a dynamic and engaging 
learning environment that promotes critical thinking, collaboration, and the real-world 
application of knowledge. 
 
8.1.2. Sub-theme 2: Class Discussions  

Class discussions helped implement a philosophy of teaching and learning by creating 
a learning environment where learners shared ideas and opinions on a topic among peers. 
Under the guidance of teachers, class discussions motivated learners to collaborate and 
express their views respectfully. Teacher (P7) explained the process of class discussions by 
saying:  

I allow the learners to contribute to the lesson by discussing and sharing their thoughts 
and ideas on a topic. This improves their communication skills. Sharing ideas 
guarantees exposure to various ideas and thoughts from other learners. 
Another teacher (P10) stated as follows:  
I create an educational environment that is learner-centred through sharing thoughts 
and ideas. I enable my learners to actively engage with the materials, take 
responsibility for their learning, and contribute their original perspectives and ideas to 
the educational process. Along with improving educational quality, this method equips 
learners with the skills they need for the rest of their lives. 
The analysis of the quotes reveals that teachers provided learners with opportunities to 

improve and enhance their critical thinking skills by encouraging them to engage with and 
critically analyse the ideas and opinions of their peers. These findings suggest that the 
application of teaching philosophies that give priority to each learner's unique needs and 
strengths can be facilitated through class discussions. The quotes suggest that teachers were 
practising social constructivism as a philosophy of teaching and learning to develop critical 
thinking in learners. This can be used to put into practice teaching and learning philosophies 
that place a high priority on the development of critical thinking abilities.  
 
8.2. Theme 2: The Importance of Critical Thinking Skills in Learners  

During both one-on-one interviews and focus group interviews, the researchers asked 
the teacher participants about their perceptions of the importance of critical-thinking skills in 
their learners and how they helped learners in classrooms. They responded that critical 
thinking enables learners to carefully process information and identify areas of weakness. 
The following sub-themes have been generated based on teachers’ responses on the 
importance of critical thinking skills in learners.  
 
8.2.1. Sub-Theme 1: Participating in the Learning Process 

Findings from interviews revealed that teachers used to motivate learners to actively 
participate in their learning process. During interviews, teachers were asked to explain how 
they motivated learners to participate in the learning process. Teacher (P3) explained as 
follows:  

As a teacher, I allow my learners to participate in the learning process. This allows 
them to feel included in the lesson and become more confident. I urge learners to assess 
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what they have learned, identify their areas of weakness, and set goals for future 
learning.  
Another teacher (P3) stated as follows:  
Learner-centred practices allow learners to participate in the learning process.  
By doing this, teachers create a platform where learners broaden their knowledge by 
learning from others.  
The quotes reveal that teachers promoted the active participation of learners in the 

learning process. Due to learners participating in the lessons, it became easier for the teacher 
to include them in all discussions and increase their confidence, and seek knowledge by 
communicating with others. Therefore, teachers have utilised social constructivism as a 
philosophy of teaching and learning to cater to the tailored needs of learners.  
 
8.2.2. Sub-Theme 2: Fulfilling the Aims and Objectives of Subject Contents 

During semi-structured interviews and focus group interviews, teachers stated that they 
ensured that their philosophy of teaching and learning assists them in achieving the lessons’ 
aims and objectives. In this connection, Teacher (P4) reported as follows: 

 Teachers are required to set aims and objectives that are central to the subject content. 
These aims and objectives should be achieved in a specific time frame. This allows 
learners to focus on the aspects that are relevant and ignore other aspects. 
Teacher (P6) said:  
I find that aims and objectives are used to track the progress of both the teacher and 
the learner. I ensure that I teach the correct content and use adequate assessment 
strategies to test the learner’s ability to successfully follow instructions and retain 
valuable information that I taught them. I need to use the timeframe that has been 
stipulated by the department to assess the learners.  
The findings from the quotes reveal that teachers developed critical thinking abilities 

in their learners by ensuring that the aim and objectives of a subject are met within a social 
constructivist framework. Within the framework of social constructivism, learning is framed 
by the accomplishment of subject aims and objectives. When the aim and objectives are met, 
it shows that learners have engaged with the content and have gained a deeper understanding 
of the subject.  

This theme, “Importance of critical thinking skills in learners”, addresses the 
philosophies of teaching and learning that teachers use to develop critical thinking skills.  
It has been established that teachers use a social constructivist approach to meet the different 
needs of their learners. By doing this, the teachers developed a bond with learners and helped 
them to solve problems using progressivism as a philosophy of teaching and learning. The 
social constructivist framework provides a link between teachers and learners by expanding 
the learners' knowledge and understanding so that they can apply the theory in real-world 
contexts. Developing creative thinking skills lays a foundation because it is a skill that can 
be applied in the real world. 
 
9. DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 
 

The evidence from various quotes reveals that teachers used problem-based learning 
(problem-posing) and group discussions as teaching strategies to develop critical thinking 
skills in learners. Through teaching strategies, learners were provided opportunities to 
analyse, evaluate, and thoughtfully apply reasoning to find a solution to a real-world problem 
(Leibovitch et al., 2025). The findings suggest that secondary school teachers used 
progressive philosophy to develop critical thinking skills.  In support of Alanoglu et al. 



 
 
 
 
 
B. Williams & C. Mayombe 

210 

(2022), by using the progressive philosophy of education, teachers used a learner-centred 
approach to learning that stressed critical thinking and active engagement of learners in 
groups to find a solution to a posed problem. The inference from the findings is that the use 
of progressive philosophy enhanced competencies that could prepare learners to navigate the 
complexities of the contemporary world.  

The teaching and learning process also consisted of allowing learners to share their 
thoughts and ideas as learners were placed in groups. The analysis of the findings reveals that 
there were aspects of interactive learning, collaborative learning, and learner-centred 
learning. The findings support the argument of Akpan et al. (2020), who state that the social 
constructivist philosophy can only be implemented if learners create their knowledge and 
actively participate in learning by sharing what they have learned and experienced. In this 
case, teachers took on the role of guides and facilitators (Aung, 2020). It is significant to note 
that no teacher reported the lack of teaching and learning materials; overcrowded classroom 
was a hindrance to using the above teaching strategies, as it was reported in the studies 
conducted by Leibovitch et al. (2025) and Zondo et al. (2025). In the present study, most 
participants indicated that they felt confident in developing critical thinking in the learners 
because of the copying mechanism to deal with an adequate supply of teaching materials. 

The participants did not mention curriculum overload or time constraint as barriers to 
developing critical thinking in the learners and reaching learning outcomes. They needed to 
use the timeframe that had been stipulated by the CAPS to teach and assess the learners.  
These findings differ from those reported by Thornhill-Miller et al. (2023) and O’Reilly  
et al. (2022). The inference is that there is no contradiction between meaningful critical 
thinking participation and curriculum demands. Despite the methodological limitations, our 
study found that teachers successfully used teaching strategies to develop critical thinking 
skills through collaborative and discussion-based activities as elements of social 
constructivist philosophy.  

Group activities given to the learners were linked to their daily lives and directed to 
problem-based learning and creativity, hence developing critical thinking skills. This strategy 
of teaching is linked to progressive philosophy (Alanoglu et al., 2022). As learners learn to 
evaluate ideas and their importance to their lives and beliefs, they recognise that meaningful 
engagement with concepts requires careful reflection. In this context, the teachers used 
progressive philosophy in classrooms.   
 
10. CONCLUSIONS 
 

The study examined educational philosophies used by secondary school teachers to 
help learners develop critical-thinking skills. The findings reveal that teachers mainly 
practised social constructivism and progressivism as educational philosophies to develop 
critical thinking skills in learners. Based on the findings, the authors conclude that developing 
critical thinking skills in secondary school learners by using relevant educational 
philosophies could result in preparing them for the future world of work or tertiary education.  
The implication from the findings and conclusion is that, to meet the demands of the  
21st-century soft skills, critical thinking should no longer be an auxiliary goal but a main 
objective of the education system. As a recommendation to develop critical thinking in the 
secondary school learners, the Department of Education and policymakers should implement 
ongoing teachers’ continuous professional development that involves hands-on strategies for 
teaching each subject in classrooms. 
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