


Exploring Primary School Learners' Understanding of Critical Thinking: A Case Study of Makhutswe Circuit, South Africa
ABSTRACT 
This study explored Intermediate Phase learners’ understanding of critical thinking, their classroom engagement with critical thinking, and its perceived importance for learning. Drawing on Critical Thinking Theory, critical thinking is conceptualised as purposeful, reflective, and self-regulated thinking involving analysis, evaluation, inference, and reasoned judgment. The study adopted a qualitative approach within an interpretivist paradigm and employed a case study design at a selected primary school in the Makhutswe Circuit, Mopani West District, Limpopo Province, South Africa. Participants comprised ten Intermediate Phase learners (Grades 4–7) and five teachers, purposively selected to represent differing achievement levels and teaching experience. Data were generated through semi-structured individual interviews with learners and a focus group discussion with teachers. Thematic analysis, guided by Braun and Clarke’s six-phase model, was used to analyse the data. Findings indicate that learners largely understand critical thinking as questioning, thinking independently, and reflecting on content rather than memorising information. Teachers reported that critical thinking was most evident during classroom discussions, problem-based activities, experiments, and collaborative learning tasks. Despite these practices, both learners and teachers identified constraints, including limited instructional time, large class sizes, and inadequate resources, as barriers to sustained critical thinking development. The study concludes that meaningful development of critical thinking in primary education requires deliberate integration across subjects, learner-centred pedagogies that encourage questioning and reflection, and continuous professional support for teachers. These findings contribute to understanding how critical thinking is perceived and enacted in South African primary school contexts and offer practical insights for strengthening teaching and learning practices.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Contemporary educational discourse increasingly positions learning as an active, meaning-making process in which learners are expected to analyse information, evaluate alternatives, and justify their reasoning. From a social cognitive perspective, learning is shaped through the dynamic interaction between personal cognition, behaviour, and environmental influences, highlighting the role of classroom contexts in shaping how learners think and act (Bandura, 2001). Within this view, the development of critical thinking is not incidental but emerges through structured opportunities for questioning, reflection, and guided interaction. As education systems respond to social, technological, and economic complexity, there is growing recognition that learners must be equipped with cognitive tools that enable thoughtful engagement rather than passive reception of knowledge.
The Intermediate Phase represents a pivotal stage in learners’ cognitive development, as learners begin to move beyond concrete recall toward more reflective and analytical forms of thinking. During this phase, learners are increasingly capable of explaining their reasoning, comparing ideas, and drawing conclusions based on evidence. However, the extent to which classrooms capitalise on this developmental readiness varies considerably. While curriculum frameworks advocate learner-centred pedagogies and higher-order thinking, instructional practices frequently remain content-driven and assessment-oriented, which may constrain opportunities for sustained reasoning and reflective dialogue (Bandura, 2001). This disconnect raises important questions about how critical thinking is conceptualised and enacted in everyday classroom practice.
Existing scholarship on critical thinking has predominantly focused on secondary and tertiary education, often emphasising instructional models or assessment techniques. In contrast, limited empirical attention has been given to how primary school learners themselves understand and experience critical thinking within classroom contexts. Where primary-level studies do exist, learner voices are frequently marginalised in favour of teacher-reported practices or curriculum analyses. This omission is significant, as learners’ perceptions influence how they engage with tasks, interpret teacher expectations, and develop confidence in their own thinking processes. Exploring learners’ understandings therefore offers a more nuanced perspective on how critical thinking develops in practice rather than in theory alone.
In the South African schooling context, the cultivation of critical thinking is further shaped by systemic and contextual factors such as large class sizes, constrained instructional time, and uneven access to teaching and learning resources. These conditions can limit teachers’ capacity to implement pedagogical approaches that promote inquiry, discussion, and reflection, despite policy-level commitments to higher-order learning. As a result, there is a need for contextually grounded research that examines how critical thinking is negotiated within real classroom conditions, particularly in primary schools located in historically under-resourced communities.
Against this background, the present study investigates how Intermediate Phase learners understand critical thinking, how they engage with it during classroom activities, and how teachers support its development within a selected primary school in the Makhutswe Circuit. Anchored in social cognitive theory, as articulated by Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognitive theory, the study foregrounds the interaction between learner cognition, instructional practices, and classroom environments. By integrating learners’ and teachers’ perspectives, the study seeks to bridge the gap between theoretical conceptions of critical thinking and classroom realities, thereby contributing context-specific insights that can inform pedagogy, curriculum implementation, and professional development in primary education.
2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
2.1 Critical Thinking theory 
The idea of critical thinking goes back to the times of ancient philosophy; however, it became part of formal educational theory only in the twentieth century. Facione (2015), as one of the earliest and most influential sources, defined critical thinking as “purposeful, self-regulatory judgment that results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation and inference” and stressed the reflective nature of the discipline. Later, critical thinking was seen as both a set of cognitive skills and emotional dispositions (Nor & Sihes, 2020; Manousou, 2025). In the initial phase, the theory argued that people could be taught to think more critically, thus, progressing from mechanical memorizing to higher order thinking (Papp et al., 2021). This primary stance positioned critical thinking as a major educational goal across different fields. With time and additional research, the theory of critical thinking has changed in two significant ways. The first change involved moving the focus of the study from critical thinking only in higher education and professional contexts to it at the earlier stages of formal education and various disciplinal domains (Manousou, 2025). The second change involved the researchers stressing the difficulty of critical thinking that it comprises a hybrid of cognitive skills and emotional dispositions which are contextually dependent on being specific to a particular domain and being influenced by the background, socio cultural context and teaching conditions of learners (Benavides, & Ruíz, 2022). A pedagogical classification system was developed to show various ways of teaching that envisaged either embedding critical thinking within subject disciplines or teaching it as separate modules (Benavides, & Ruíz, 2022). Hence, the theory made a transition from a cognitive skill model of more individual to a more holistic, contextual and instructional model. At present, the theory of critical thinking is exercised in various academic settings such as teacher education, higher education curricula, professional development and to a growing extent primary school teaching. For instance, in South Africa, Phillips (2023) study indicates that teachers' reactions to workshops intended to develop critical thinking in reading for meaning contexts led to applying the theoretical model of critical thinking to intermediate phase classrooms. Across the globe, systematic reviews of critical thinking interventions in higher education suggest that explicitly teaching critical thinking and engaging students in active learning strategies lead to more significant improvements in learners' critical thinking skills (Tiruneh, Verburgh & Elen, 2021). These instances are proofs of the ways in which critical thinking theory guides curriculum design, teacher practice and assessment. The theoretical framework of critical thinking is of great importance to this research. It is the conceptual framework through which the study can understand how primary school learners perceive and engage with critical thinking. Accordingly, the study by placing student perceptions within the framework of critical thinking theory will be able to bridge the gap between theory and practice. Given the lack of research on perceptions of primary school learners concerning critical thinking, this study in turn is driven by the requirement to implement critical thinking theory in the education system. In reality, the theory points out that for critical thinking to be nurtured students need to be supported by tasks that are explicitly designed, teacher scaffolding and pedagogy that is contextualized (Nor & Sihes, 2020). Hence, this research can ascertain whether these factors are present or absent in the setting of the research. Besides that, the use of critical thinking theory will enable the study to portray the learner perception and therefore to propose the tailored teaching strategies which are in line with theoretical best practice. 
3 LITERATURE REVIEW
3.1 Conceptualising Critical Thinking 
Critical thinking has been defined in different ways, which is understandable given that it is closely related to creative problem solving, decision making, and investigative processes. Jamil and Rizvi (2025) emphasise that critical thinking is a combination of rational and hypothetical thinking, primarily aimed at figuring out what to believe and how to act. It is the making of moral decisions about the trustworthiness of the given data. Besides that, Rivas et al. (2023) point out that critical thinking means the formation of ideas and their usage in decision making, research analysis, policy formulation, and taking different viewpoints. Critical thinkers typically challenge and investigate assumptions, beliefs, applications, data, definitions, evidence, and actions (Halpern & Dunn, 2022). In their research, Benavides, and Ruíz (2022) see critical thinking as the intentional, skilful, and systematic mental process of conceptualization, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Critical thinking can be shaped through unveiling, living through events, reflecting, thinking, and talking, as well as being a guide for one's convictions and actions (Jamil & Rizvi, 2025). Rivas et al. (2023) are in favour of the creation of strong standards and models for the continuous improvement of one's reasoning abilities. Halpern and Dunn (2022) describe critical thinking as the use of standards to judge different facets, starting from cooking to research paper outcomes. Further, critical thinking is a perpetual mental operation which is aimed at determining the rightness of assertions, news, arguments, research, etc (Puspitasari, 2025).
3.2 Why Critical Thinking? 
Throughout history, the critical thinking concept has attracted attention of philosophers, educators, and other people. One group sees the soul of question and debates specific to the Classical Period of ancient Greece as the beginning of the issue, while the other groups consider it to be a time of revelation with the focus on progress and objectivity (Denoni Buján, et al., 2025). In the last hundred years, the ability to think critically was considered one of the main characteristics of the educated person and a prerequisite for responsible citizenship in a democracy (Moodley & Chetty, 2024). Recently, it has been regarded as the main employability attribute of an increasingly diversified profession. Aprilianti and Widyantoro (2024) are of the opinion that distinct knowledge is not that critical for future workers and citizens as the ability to learn and understand new information. Many teachers and researchers have made the point that importance of teaching students critical and creative thinking (Yu & Mohd Zin, 2023). Thinking skills are just some of the necessary tools in a community defined by rapid changes, numerous alternative courses, and many individual and collective choices and decisions (Manousou, 2025). 
3.3 The Impact of Critical Thinking on Students 
The development of critical thinking skills in students has been linked to improved academic performance, higher self-esteem, and increased levels of motivation (Nelson & Dodd, 2017). Jamil & Rizvi (2025), on the other hand, reported that students critical thinking instruction results problem solving, decision making and communication skills showed significant improvements. Moodley and Chetty (2024) conducted a study where they concluded that students taught critical thinking scored higher in tests and got better grades than those students who were not taught critical thinking. Besides the positive effect of critical thinking on academic performance, research has also shown that it substantially influences the mental and intellectual development of students (Jaramillo Gómez et al., 2025). Alario Hoyos et al. (2017) noticed that the students who received training in critical thinking showed significant improvement in their thinking, critical thinking, and reasoning skills. Ramadani et al.'s (2021) research led to the conclusion that students analytical and evaluative skills were improved through critical thinking training. The connection between critical thinking and students' personal and social development has been well established in research. For instance, a study carried out by Kim (2015) revealed the positive effect of critical thinking on students' leadership abilities, emotional intelligence, and self-awareness. Another research by Phillips (2023) found a positive relationship between students' creativity and innovation and critical thinking. Those findings demonstrate how the development of critical thinking skills gives people the power to dominate in various spheres of their lives, thus, indicating its enormous influence. According to Pascarella et al. (2016), students who underwent critical thinking training were more likely to experience job satisfaction and career success. Goode (2021) states that critical thinking is the backbone of effective decision making in daily life as it equips individuals with the skills to evaluate arguments and evidence and thus make the most informed choices. 
3.4 Teaching Critical Thinking 
Various methodologies and systems have been employed to demonstrate critical thinking, such as issue-based learning, request based learning, and cooperative learning (Jaramillo Gómez et al., 2025). Problem based learning, according to a study by Chimbunde et al., (2023), is an effective way through which students can enhance their critical thinking skills. Moreover, Arifin et al. (2025) reported that students' critical thinking skills were greatly enhanced through inquiry-based learning. Besides that, cooperative learning has been proven as a powerful method for educating students' critical thinking as it enables them to interact and learn from each other (Suprijono & Abbas, 2025). 
An element extensively discussed in the literature is the use of debate preparation which involves dissecting the arguments of a complex debate into its basic components and analysing them logically (Chen et al., 2022). As per research (Paul & Elder, 2019), argument mapping helps learners to identify assumptions, scrutinize the evidence, and arrive at logical conclusions. 
Another method suggested is the employment of Socratic questioning, where students are presented with probing questions to help them clarify their thinking and develop more complex arguments (Herawati, Margana, & Triastuti, 2025). What Paul and Elder (2019) say is that Socratic questioning fosters critical thinking since it persuades the students to consider different viewpoints, evaluate proof, and rethink their assumptions thoroughly. 
Besides these individual strategies, there are also several broad principles for teaching critical thinking that have been considered indispensable. They, among other things, consist of providing the students with chances for active participation and reflection, establishing a learning atmosphere that is encouraging, and organizing student learning in a way that is suitable for their being equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills (Phillips, 2023). 
3.5 Teaching Approaches for Developing Critical Thinking 
One such method as problem-based learning (PBL) has been extensively employed in fostering critical thinking. As per Yu & Mohd Zin (2023), PBL is about presenting students with real world problems that require the use of critical thinking skills for finding a solution. Research, as mentioned by Chen et al. (2022), has shown that PBL is a method capable of leading to the development of critical thinking skills. It has been revealed that problem-based learning (PBL) is an effective method in the process of acquiring critical thinking skills (El Soufi & See, 2019). In PBL, students are given real world problems that require them to use critical thinking skills to come up with a solution. The strategy, according to Benavides, and Ruíz (2022), has been employed in different sectors such as engineering, business, and medicine. Paul and Elder (2019) are of the opinion that PBL facilitates students to acquire critical thinking skills such as problem solving, decision making, and analysis. 
The application of Socratic questioning is yet another strategy that has been utilized. According to Chimbunde et al (2023), Socratic questioning entails asking students questions that provoke thought and encourage them to develop their own ideas. According to Suprijono and Abbas (2025), research findings support the utilization of Socratic questioning as an effective method in developing students' critical thinking skills. It has been found that asking Socratic questions helps people learn to think critically. The methodology includes posing interesting inquiries that urge understudies to think basically and foster their own thoughts. Jaramillo Gómez et al. (2025) argue that Socratic questioning has been exercised in various areas such as law, education, and philosophy. Socratic questioning has been shown to improve critical thinking skills like analysis, interpretation, and evaluation (Goode, 2021). 
Moreover, collaborative learning has been recognized as a method through which critical thinking skills may be developed. Phillips (2023) states that collaborative learning requires individuals to work together for finding solutions, exchanging ideas, and resolving issues. Collaboration in learning has been shown to improve critical thinking abilities (Ramadani et al., 2021). Moreover, collaborative learning has been identified as a viable strategy for enhancing critical thinking skills (Sills et al., 2016). Working together to solve problems, share ideas, and come up with solutions is collaborative learning. Alario Hoyos et al (2017) claim that the method has been adopted in various settings such as workplaces and classrooms. Collaborative learning has been found to facilitate the development of critical thinking skills such as communication, teamwork, and problem solving (Yu & Mohd Zin, 2023). 
Technology has been employed as an instrument of the students' critical thinking skills. For instance, simulations and games can be utilized to provide students with opportunities to exercise their critical thinking skills in a virtual environment (Denoni Buján, et al., 2025). The way reproductions and games are utilized to improve decisive reasoning abilities has been acknowledged through different research works (Jamil & Rizvi, 2025; Moodley & Chetty, 2024). Technology has also been a good way to learn how to think critically. Students can practice their critical thinking abilities in a virtual setting by using games and simulations (Aprilianti & Widyantoro, 2024). It has been found that playing games and simulations lead to the improvement of critical thinking skills such as problem solving, decision making, and analysis (Manousou, 2025).  
3.6 Challenges and Limitations 
While the use of critical thinking has a lot of benefits, the authors also recognize the difficulties and limitations that come with it. Among the obstacles is the difficulty of the skill development process, as it demands a lot of time, energy, and practice to be able to master it (Denoni Buján, et al., 2025). Moreover, the subjective aspect of critical thinking that requires making judgments and interpretations makes it hard to assess and evaluate (Jaramillo Gómez, et al., 2025). Another significant challenge in critical thinking is defining and measuring it. The differences in the definitions and the ways of assessment hinder the comparison of the studies and the evaluation of the effectiveness of the various approaches (Nelson & Dodd, 2017). In addition, it is controversial to consider critical thinking as an isolated skill, not related to other subjects. As critical thinking is deeply linked with domain specific knowledge and skills, it requires being integrated with various subject areas so that the students get a holistic understanding of the material (Rivas et al., 2023). 
The authors also argue that the teaching of critical thinking by itself cannot be a panacea for all the educational problems. Though it is a significant skill, it should be treated as one among many other factors such as student motivation, socioeconomic status, and teacher quality when coming up with effective instructional strategies (Halpern & Dunn, 2022). The literature on the issue of critical thinking instruction, in spite of these difficulties and limitations, assures that it is still a necessary way to prepare the students for the 21st century. 
By providing an environment conducive to critical thinking, teachers can be instrumental in giving students the necessary knowledge and skills to get through complex and rapidly changing situations (Jamil & Rizvi, 2025). Thus, it is very important to keep on implementing critical thinking in educational PPP while acknowledging the barriers, in order to provide students with the needed preparation for their future challenges. 
3.7 Other Philosopher’s Views on Critical Thinking 
Kotze, Carter, and Siegel (2019) investigated the allure of using innovation-based gadgets to fuel understudies' critical thinking skills. The research demonstrated that students could develop their critical thinking skills with the help of technology tools such as online discussion forums, concept mapping software, and data analysis tools. The participants in the study vastly improved their critical thinking skills through technology-based tools usage. 
The hypothesis of Pritchard's (2023) research, which revolved around the persuasiveness of school endeavours through curriculum design to improve students' critical thinking skills, was another study. The study revealed that students' abilities in critical thinking and problem solving were enhanced because of the effective incorporation of instructional strategies for critical thinking into the curriculum. In a writing review on the improvement of critical thinking in education by Schöpfer and Hernandez (2024), teachers do so by creating an atmosphere that demands, among other things, the addressing, investigation, and evaluation of the information presented to students. Besides this, Schöpfer and Hernandez (2024) also proposed that teachers should not only instruct critical thinking explicitly but also provide students with a great number of helpful illustrations and potential practice openings. 
Baehr (2023) mentioned that among the "critical thinking skills" are the abilities to recognize reasoning, look for the limits, draw conclusions, and detect misinterpretations. Clemente (2022), therefore, went on to suggest that decisive reasoning on his account should be amassed as one that is trained, independent, and shows strong reasoning relevant to the correct method or circle of thought. Such a model of decisive reasoning, according to the authors, must be habituated with the emphasis on the development of genuine and moral intellects who will consider the interests of other people and groups apart from their own (Ferkany, McKeon & Godden, 2023). 
Tubbs (2023) defines critical thinking as the ability to critically analyse books. Academics behave like independent detectives. To find the book’s less obvious meaning, critical scholars not only look at the face value but go deeper into its underlying layers. Analyse the text and create discussions about it (Denoni Buján et al., 2025). Namely, these features may refer to the political, social, great, or philosophical system of the public or time of the epoch (Ferkany et al., 2023). Basic researchers recognize the methods for analysing books with logic and also doubt their veracity. However, the content comes with several overt features as well (Clemente, 2022). The success of critical thinking, as per Baehr (2023), is tied to knowledge rules and how knowledge should be proper. 
4 RESEARCH METHODS
4.1 Research Approach 
The research approach is the overarching plan and the logic that govern the research process, starting from composing the research questions, to data collection and data analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). There are three main kinds of research approaches are quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods. The quantitative approach is based on numerical data and is used to measure and test hypotheses in an objective manner by means of statistical analysis (Hair et al., 2022). The qualitative approach, on the other hand, is aimed at understanding the human experiences, behaviours, and social phenomena from the point of view of the participants (Dolan, Nowell & Moules, 2023). The mixed methods approach is a combination of qualitative and quantitative components and is aimed at getting a more comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon (Alhassan, 2024). This research is qualitative with a descriptive case study design.  
4.1.1 Research Design 
A research design is the general plan or guide for how research is to be done (Creswell & Poth, 2023). It lays out an organized plan linking the research problem, goals, data collection, and analysis to guarantee the truthfulness and trustworthiness of the results (Kumar, 2022). This research employed a case study design, which is a method that is generally accepted as an effective way to investigate the complicated issues in their real-life settings (Coombs, 2022). The case study design was deemed most appropriate for this research as it allowed a deep inquiry into intermeiate phase learners’ perceptions of critical thinking Hancock and Algozzine (2023) state that case studies provide the possibility for gathering rich, contextualized information and, therefore, help researchers to answer “how” and “why” questions concerning human behavior, learning experiences, and perceptions. Employing this design the researcher was able to access the various viewpoints of the learners and thus gain a comprehensive understanding of how critical thinking is construed and put into practice in the context of the classroom tasks. The case study design was facilitated using semi-structured interviews and classroom observations, which enabled the detailed investigation of the participants’ opinions. This process allowed for the flexibility of the method while also ensuring the consistency of the structure across different participants (Dolan, Nowell & Moules, 2023). 
4.2 Population 
The research sample consisted of 10  intermediate phase learners (grades 4-7) and 5 teachers from a selected primary school. Based on this sample, this research report is aimed at drawing insights on the perceptions and practices of critical thinking strategies in the context of the specific population. The population for this study is made up of intermediate phase learners (grades 4 -7) and teachers from a selected primary school. The main emphasis is on the implementation of critical thinking strategies in the school and how these have affected educational outcomes in the group. 
4.3 Sampling 
Sampling is the procedure of choosing a certain set of people, things, or units from a large population to be a part of a study (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). Sampling methods can be broadly classified into two groups, i.e., probability and non-probability sampling. Probability sampling means choosing the participants randomly so that every member of the population has an equal chance to be selected; this method is usually employed in quantitative research to facilitate the generalizability of the findings (Makwana et al., 2023). Non-probability sampling, however, is dependent on the researcher's discretion, and its main focus is the selection of those participants who can provide data that is both rich and relevant. This method is more appropriate for qualitative studies which are aimed at getting the participants' experiences and views rather than testing hypotheses (Campbell et al., 2024). Some non-probability sampling methods are purposive sampling, convenience sampling, snowball sampling, and quota sampling. 
The researchers chose participants through purposive sampling, which is a method where participants are intentionally selected based on the research criteria (Palinkas et al., 2015). Here, the participants were 10 intermediate phase learners (Grades 4 7) and 5 teachers from a primary school in the Makhutswe Circuit, Mopani West district, Limpopo Province. The participants were selected because they are the ones who can provide firsthand experience and knowledge regarding the classroom practices that encourage the development of critical thinking skills. Palinkas et al. (2015) are of the opinion that purposive sampling is particularly suitable in qualitative studies where the aim is to get deep understanding of a phenomenon from those who are the most directly involved. 
4.4 Research Paradigm 
A research paradigm is the core belief system or worldview that determines how research is carried out, interpreted, and understood (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). It moulds the researcher's assumptions about reality (ontology), the way knowledge is created (epistemology) and the methods used to collect and analyse data (methodology). As per the view of Yong, Maizaitu laidawati and Kamarudin (2020), a research paradigm is a philosophical and conceptual framework that affects the study in every way. Different research paradigms reflect distinct sets of philosophical assumptions. The most frequently used paradigms are positivism, interpretivism (or constructivism), critical theory, and pragmatism (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2021). 
This research chose the interpretivist paradigm which assumes that knowledge is subjective and dependent on the context. Interpretivism is very much in line with the qualitative approach of this study as it aims to grasp the personal experiences, interpretations, and social realities of the participants within educational contexts (Dolan, Nowell & Moules, 2023). The interpretivist paradigm acknowledges and respects the views of the participants, realizing that there can be several truths based on the perspectives of different individuals (Yong, Maizaitu laidawati & Kamarudin, 2021). Hence, the researchers looked at how teachers and students understood the use of critical thinking strategies in classrooms and focused on the creation of meaning rather than statistical generalization. 
4.5 Data Collection 
Data collection is the gathering of raw data or information from different sources by using various methods such as surveys, interviews, experiments, observations, and questionnaires. Babbie (2016) puts this step as the most important one in the whole research process as it guarantees the production of reliable and accurate results. Data for this study came from the semi structured interviews of the staff whose roles and activities in the school were instrumental in the attainment of high-quality educational outcomes at a school where critical thinking is a key focus. Ethical considerations were ensured by obtaining informed consents from every participant before the interviews took place. The interviews were conducted with the aid of an audio recorder to ensure accurate transcription of the responses. The audio recordings were transcribed word for word and then saved in a secure place awaiting analysis. Participants had been guided on the use of the tape recorder during the informed consent provision. Participants' confidentiality and anonymity were respected throughout the research, and various measures were employed to ensure this. 
4.6 Data Analysis 
Data analysis is the process of sifting through, making sense of, interpreting, and arranging collected data with a view to gaining useful insights and drawing the right conclusions (Creswell & Poth, 2023). It comprises the procedures of identifying, labelling, and grouping the codes, categories, and themes or patterns that stem from the data as well as the recognition of these themes and patterns (Dolan, Nowell & Moules, 2023). Types of data analysis differ according to research design and paradigm. Quantitative research involves the use of statistical analysis methods such as descriptive, inferential and regression analysis for the testing of hypotheses and measuring relationships between variables (Saunders et al., 2019). Qualitative research can use thematic analysis, content analysis, narrative analysis and discourse analysis to interpret data in textual or verbal form (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Thematic analysis is one of the most widely used methods in educational research because it allows for a systematic and flexible examination of patterns. 
This research chose thematic analysis as its main data analysis method. Thematic analysis is very helpful when one is digging into the perceptions, attitudes, and lived experiences of the learners as this method unearths the most common ideas and the meanings that exist across different participants' responses (Nowell & Albrecht, 2023). The technique features six significant stages, namely data familiarization, coding, theme generation, theme review, definition, and report production (Braun & Clarke, 2021). The application of this method enabled the researcher to reveal the complexity of Intersen phase learners’ understanding of critical thinking and how it is applied within their learning tasks. The importance and relevance of thematic analysis to this study lies in its ability to provide deep insights into the subjective experiences of both learners and teachers. 
The researcher employed Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six phase model to assure an in depth and clearly presented analytical process. The phases are: 1) Data Familiarization The researcher/investigator engrosses him/herself with the data to get a thorough comprehension. 2) Coding The researcher identifies and labels the most remarkable parts of the data. 3) Theme Generation The researcher groups the codes in the form of potential themes. 4) Theme Review The researcher gets the themes refined and reviewed to make sure that they represent the data correctly. 5) Definition The researcher determines and assigns the identified themes names which help to clarify them. 6) Report Production The researcher puts together the findings in an orderly report. 
4.7 Ethical Considerations 
In this research, the author has thoroughly taken into consideration ethical matters, thereby shielding the participants' freedom, human nature, and rights. Before going for data collection, a formal ethical clearance was secured from the school principal in the Makhutswe Circuit, Mopani West District. Everyone involved in the study gave their informed consent, and for learners, an additional consent was procured from their parents to ensure that participation was entirely voluntary. Participants were explicitly informed about the study's purpose, their right to leave at any time without any consequence, and that the information collected would be used solely for academic purposes. Confidentiality and anonymity were respected by assigning pseudonyms and omitting any identifying details from the research report. Data were kept in a safe place and only the researcher had the access to them so as to prevent any unauthorized access or data misuse. Furthermore, the study took necessary steps to ensure that children were not subjected to psychological harm or discomfort by using language appropriate for their age and ensuring a secure and respectful environment during data collection. Besides, the investigation followed the moral principles of beneficence, respect for persons, and justice, which are in line with the regulations of the University Research Ethics Committee and the South African Department of Basic Education's ethical research standards. 

5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
This section presents and interprets the findings by foregrounding learners’ and teachers’ voices to illustrate how critical thinking is understood, experienced, and enacted in Intermediate Phase classrooms. The discussion demonstrates how participants lived experiences illuminate both the potential and the constraints of developing critical thinking in a primary school context.
5.1 Learners’ Understanding of Critical Thinking
Learners articulated an emerging but meaningful understanding of critical thinking, commonly associating it with questioning, reflection, and independent thinking rather than memorisation. Several learners emphasised curiosity and inquiry as central features of critical thinking. One learner explained, 
“Critical thinking is when I ask why things happen and try to find the answer myself” (Learner 3), while another stated, “It means not just copying what the teacher says but thinking about it in my own way” (Learner 7).
 These accounts suggest that learners perceive critical thinking as an active mental process that involves reasoning and personal interpretation of content.
Teachers’ observations reinforced this view, noting that learners often demonstrate critical thinking through spontaneous questioning and attempts to explain concepts in their own words. One teacher remarked, 
“You can see they are thinking deeply when they start asking questions that are not in the textbook” (Teacher 4). 
Although learners did not use formal terminology, their descriptions indicate engagement with core cognitive processes such as analysis, reflection, and self-regulation. This finding highlights that primary school learners are capable of higher-order thinking when classroom practices encourage exploration and reasoning.
5.2 Perceived Importance of Critical Thinking
Both learners and teachers viewed critical thinking as essential for academic success and everyday functioning. Learners linked critical thinking to accuracy and confidence in their schoolwork, with one learner stating, 
“If we think carefully, we don’t make mistakes in our work” (Learner 2). 

Another learner added, “It helps me understand better, not just remember for the test” (Learner 9). 
These views suggest that learners associate critical thinking with deeper understanding and meaningful learning rather than surface-level performance.
Teachers extended this perception by emphasising the relevance of critical thinking beyond the classroom. One teacher explained, 
“Critical thinking helps them not just in exams but in understanding life situations and making good choices” (Teacher 1). 
Another noted, “We want learners who can think for themselves, not just follow instructions” (Teacher 5). 
The convergence of learner and teacher perspectives indicates a shared belief that critical thinking is a foundational life skill, reinforcing its importance as a central educational goal.


5.3 Teaching Strategies that Promote Critical Thinking
Learners expressed strong engagement with instructional strategies that required active participation, explanation, and collaboration. Hands-on activities and experiments were frequently cited as stimulating deeper thinking. One learner commented, 
“I like when we do experiments and have to explain why things happen; it makes me think” (Learner 5). 
Another learner noted that problem-solving activities encouraged reasoning: 
“When the teacher gives us a problem and we must find the answer ourselves, it helps me think harder” (Learner 4).
Collaborative learning also emerged as a key facilitator of critical thinking. Learners valued working in groups, with one stating, 
“Working with friends and solving problems together helps me understand better because we explain to each other” (Learner 8).
 Teachers confirmed that group work and questioning were intentionally used to promote thinking. One teacher explained, 
“When learners discuss in groups, they challenge each other’s ideas and learn to explain their thinking” (Teacher 2). 
These practices create opportunities for dialogue, reflection, and reasoning, which are central to the development of critical thinking.
5.4 Challenges in Developing Critical Thinking
Despite evidence of effective practices, both learners and teachers identified significant challenges that limit the consistent development of critical thinking. Time constraints were a common concern. One learner noted, 
“Sometimes we don’t have enough time to think properly because the teacher wants us to finish fast” (Learner 1).
 This sense of urgency often curtailed opportunities for reflection and discussion.
Teachers highlighted structural challenges, particularly large class sizes and limited resources. One teacher explained, 
“With so many learners in one class, it is difficult to give everyone a chance to speak and think deeply” (Teacher 3). 
Another added, “We want to do more activities, but we don’t always have the materials or enough time” (Teacher 4). 
These constraints suggest that while teachers value critical thinking, contextual realities often undermine its sustained implementation.
5.5 Integration of Critical Thinking Across Learning Areas
A strong theme across participants’ accounts was the importance of integrating critical thinking across subjects rather than treating it as a separate skill. Teachers described deliberately embedding questioning into everyday lessons. One teacher stated, 
“We try to make learners ask ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions in every lesson, not only in certain activities” (Teacher 2). 
Learners echoed this view, with one explaining, “When the teacher asks us why and how in every subject, it helps me think more” (Learner 6).
This integrated approach appears to normalise critical thinking as part of daily learning rather than an occasional activity. Learners’ responses suggest that consistent exposure to questioning and reasoning across subjects strengthens their confidence and willingness to think independently. Overall, the findings demonstrate that when critical thinking is embedded in routine classroom practices and supported by appropriate pedagogical strategies, Intermediate Phase learners can engage meaningfully in higher-order thinking despite contextual constraints. 
6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
6.1 Conclusion
This study set out to explore Intermediate Phase learners’ understanding of critical thinking, their engagement with critical thinking in classroom practices, and the perceived importance of critical thinking within a primary school context in the Makhutswe Circuit, Mopani West District, Limpopo Province. Guided by Critical Thinking Theory and framed within an interpretivist qualitative case study design, the study generated in-depth insights into how critical thinking is conceptualised and enacted by both learners and teachers. The findings indicate that Intermediate Phase learners possess an emerging yet coherent understanding of critical thinking, which they associate with questioning, reflective thinking, and independent reasoning rather than rote memorisation. This demonstrates that critical thinking is not beyond the cognitive capacity of primary school learners but can be meaningfully cultivated when instructional practices are supportive and learner centred. The study further reveals a shared recognition among learners and teachers of the importance of critical thinking for academic success and real-life problem-solving. Learners viewed critical thinking as a means of improving understanding and reducing errors, while teachers emphasised its broader role in preparing learners for complex life situations. Classroom practices such as problem-based learning, inquiry, collaborative learning, and hands-on activities were identified as effective strategies for promoting critical thinking. However, the consistent development of these skills was constrained by systemic challenges, including limited instructional time, large class sizes, and inadequate resources. Importantly, the findings underscore the need to integrate critical thinking across learning areas rather than treating it as an isolated skill. Overall, the study contributes context-specific evidence that highlights both the potential and the challenges of fostering critical thinking in South African primary schools.
6.2 Recommendations
[bookmark: _GoBack]Based on the findings, several recommendations are proposed to strengthen the development of critical thinking in primary education. First, teachers should explicitly introduce and model critical thinking by explaining its meaning, relevance, and application in both academic and everyday contexts, thereby helping learners develop a shared and conscious understanding of the skill. Second, critical thinking should be deliberately integrated across all subjects through consistent use of open-ended questioning, problem-solving tasks, reflective discussions, and collaborative learning activities, rather than being confined to isolated lessons or activities. Third, schools and education authorities should address contextual barriers by ensuring adequate teaching and learning resources, manageable class sizes, and realistic curriculum pacing that allows learners sufficient time for reflection and discussion. Fourth, continuous professional development programmes should be provided to equip teachers with practical strategies for embedding critical thinking within subject content and for assessing higher-order thinking skills effectively. Finally, collaboration between schools, parents, and communities should be encouraged to reinforce critical thinking beyond the classroom by creating opportunities for learners to apply reasoning and decision-making skills in real-life contexts. Further research involving multiple schools and diverse contexts is recommended to broaden understanding of effective practices for developing critical thinking in primary education across South Africa.
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