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Abstract  

This study examined social studies teachers’ attitudes towards critical thinking as a dimension 

of constructive learning. The purpose of this study was indeed to develop a better 

understanding of the use of instructional approaches by experienced teachers to enhance 

critical thinking skills and improve student learning of social studies. The study was 

conducted in the city of Erbil in Iraqi Kurdistan with 20 experienced social studies teachers in 

8 public secondary schools. Qualitative approach was preferred for this study. The interview 

with each of the 20 teachers was conducted individually and their social studies classes are 

observed separately. The results of this study revealed that teachers have little knowledge and 

understanding of instructional strategies that foster critical thinking. The teachers believed 

that students can benefit from using self-learning, self-assessment, involving in peer learning, 

meaningful and reasonable response process and express curiosity through questioning how 

and why. This study also explored some obstacles when teachers practice instructional 

strategies that enhance critical thinking in learning social studies. 

Keywords: Critical thinking; Constructivist learning; Social studies; Secondary education; 

Teacher’s attitudes 
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1. Introduction 

Social studies entail domains apart from social history, as revealed in the National Council of 

Social Studies (Herczog, 2010). This stands for human understanding, laws and a different 

way of life in human society, social studies reflect those fields of subject matter called human 

life, science and mathematics. The goal of social studies education at classrooms environment 

is to diversify student understanding of reality for youth in a multi-cultural and inclusive 

community to make rationally and critically based decisions on the well-being and good 

citizens (Veltri, 2014). 

Social studies are helping secondary learners gain a greater understanding of future 

decision-making (Hinde & Perry, 2007). There are explanations that students learn to study 

social studies to develop a better understanding of the world and use critical thinking to find 

solutions and to be responsive to circumstances that are difficult (Khan & Inamullah, 2011). 

Their basic beliefs on the world have a significant impact on their progression to be 

productive members of society of the 21st century (Little, Feng, VanTassel-Baska, Rogers, & 

Avery, 2007). Nevertheless, few studies investigate how secondary teachers of social studies 

utilize teaching methods to improve the critical thinking of students in secondary classrooms. 

1.2 Background of the Study 

Jere Brophy (1990) states that critical thinking contributes to social studies in a manner that 

allows students to critically examine and resolve problems related to social studies. Debate 

and constructive discussions are promoted to enhance the critical thinking skills of students 

who are willing to use secondary teachers to correlate social studies with the real situations of 

life (America, 2009; Dudduan, Nirat, & Sumalee, 2015). Dudduan et al., (2015) 

recommended that secondary teachers design exercises that address how, why and what 

questions when demonstrations and meaningful discussions are used. Other approaches, for 

example, visual organizers can motivate students to think social studies affectively (Dudduan 

et al., 2015). 

Students can be more effective and productive as they learn in a meaningful way social 

studies (Kaptan & Timurlenk, 2012). Socratic education approach is a technique that could 

stimulate critical thinking. This practice encourages students to concentrate not on responses, 

but on questions students have to analyze their thoughts and ideas through studying (Lai, 

2011). Students become well prepared to respond to the difficulties of critical thinking in 

secondary education with a good understanding of social studies (Marks, 2000). Nonetheless, 

there are few studies that represent or investigate how teachers incorporate critical thinking to 

enhance approaches for teaching essential social studies in secondary social studies (Kwan & 

Wong, 2015). The objective of this research was indeed to develop a better understanding of 

the use of instructional approaches by experienced secondary school teachers to enhance 

critical thinking skills and improve student learning of social studies. 

Social studies must be learned to assist students to comprehend the modern age and to 

practice critical thought to address issues and to be responsible for circumstances of 

complexity (Jere Brophy, 1990). There is limited evidence in this area how experienced 
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teachers in secondary school social studies may foster critical thinking skills through 

curriculum approaches and improve students' social studies depth of understanding. 

1.3 A theoretical background 

Constructivist philosophy highlights the central position of students in active learning that 

enable them to improve thinking skills (Taber, 2011).The cognitive development approach of 

Piaget relies on using context to comprehend the progress of individual mental structures and 

behaviors (Easley, 1978). Piaget maintains the concept that individuals conceptualize and 

understand the world and use this experience for understanding, transforming and 

assimilating their existing beliefs and attitudes. According to Easley (1978) Piaget assumed 

that people had changed their views, behaviors and processes, so that they could adjust 

through a deeper understanding of the reality. Therefore, knowledge creation is based on 

individual investigations and thinking processes and on collaboration with the environment 

(Gordon, 2009). Therefore, the cognitive development process states that individuals must 

ensure the balance of assimilation and accommodation in order to make effective 

understanding and to regenerate the existing problem (Je Brophy & Jere Brophy, 2002). It can 

be argued from a social constructivist standpoint that although the Piaget research did not 

focus on the importance of social background and society, it proposed that social and cultural 

elements of learning and understanding necessity (Je Brophy & Jere Brophy, 2002). For 

instance, Piaget's knowledge creation was in a specific social-cultural context with three 

study respondents and tools that indicate recognition of the social learning framework 

(Gordon, 2009). Teachers should therefore foster student-cantered approaches that involve 

the mental ability of students to be responsible for their learning. To create activities that 

would reinforce higher level thinking through certain practices in social studies, secondary 

teachers could therefore use constructivist theories.  

A further constructivist from Vygotsky (1978) said that a diverse culture requires social 

environments that could improve mental intelligent development. Secondary school teachers 

can indeed educate diverse student groups through different social needs in social studies. 

Thus teacher provides the enthusiasm in students to be educated in a specific subject (Dewey, 

1916, 2012), either in pairs or on an individual basis. Secondary schools should connect real 

social-life experiences with social studies to significantly improve students' critical thinking 

skills (Alazzi, 2008). Students develop and build understanding from what they have already 

experienced from the constructive philosophical perspective (Honebein, Duffy, & Fishman, 

1993). Students learn more with the things they have experienced in their actual lives or 

something that they can relate to. The conclusions from this research may present students 

with insights into the effective learning of social studies through strategies enhance critical 

thinking in secondary social studies. 

1.4 Statement of the Problem 

It is unidentified how secondary school teachers utilize teaching methods to facilitate the 

critical thinking of their students in social studies. Social studies in secondary schools are not 

acknowledged as a subject (Jones & Thomas, 2006). There is insufficient evidence in the 

region about the use of learning approaches for secondary education by teachers that 
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encourage thinking skills and strengthen student learning regarding social studies (Alazzi, 

2008). 

Secondary-school students at a crucial stage have a considerable impact on their growth into 

productive 21st century citizens with respect to their essential worldview (Debabrata & 

Cuenca, 2015). Additional research is necessary for identifying effective instructional 

approaches in the social study education at secondary level that can influence the students’ 

critical thinking. 

1.6 Research Questions 

1. What are attitudes of social studies teachers towards instructional strategies that can 

enhance critical thinking skills of students? 

2. What are challenges to social studies teachers when integrating approaches of critical 

thinking in social studies? 

2. Literature review  

The value of social studies in modern culture is a significant need for young people to 

understand and fully realize. Critical thinking induces students to rationalize their analytical 

skills at a higher level of secondary social studies (Hartshorne, Waring, & Okraski, 2019). 

The purpose of education and learning is to empower students for a global society. Estanek & 

Love (2003) explained how teaching will promote analytical thought by involving the whole 

individual and it is important that learner to be trained and qualified for the modern and 

globalized world that confronts everyone individually, economically and professionally. 

Regardless of whether inside or outside classes, the ultimate objective of a teacher at school 

is to foster students with the necessary skills in the 21st century. 

2.1 Constructivist learning and social studies  

The theoretical and constructivist paradigm in conceptual progressive social studies was 

drawn from Dewey (1916), Piaget (1952), and Vygotsky (1978) theories. Constructivist 

learning has been the modern and progressive form in learning today and paves the way to 

prepare secondary students to develop their critical thinking in social studies. 

Secondary social studies teachers should inspire students to become critical thinkers, as they 

appear in accordance with constructionist approaches of teaching. Therefore, students will 

construct an understanding of a certain subject not the teacher who provides information and 

answers (Waite-Stupiansky, 1995). 

In comparison to individual students in the modern period, secondary students in social 

studies will construct their own inquiries and should pursue solutions and thus take up their 

own learning duties (Brooks & Brooks, 1999). The students should think more critically and 

reason more explicitly by using a constructive paradigm of learning (Eulie, 1968). The law of 

the NCSS allows teachers to use an enormous number of educational exercises, practical 

work and collaborations to develop critical thought in social studies. The theory of a child's 

internalization of environmental and social initiatives, which involve the interaction with 
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others in the learning environment, was defended by Moore & Piaget (1971). That means, an 

individual learns through understanding and converts the information into an instrument for 

better insight.  According to Vygotsky, (2019) the teacher and student cooperate together to 

maximize the cognitive level of critical thinking skills of the student once the student 

comprehends the idea of practice. Rosenfeld & Rosenfeld (2006) confirms that the teachers 

are guide for students in a constructivist learning environment, instead of attempting to 

answer all the questions. In other terms, teachers are sources of motivations for students to be 

participated actively by connecting a particular subject with real life situations and engage in 

learning process. 

The students in social studies should explicitly share their experience of a specific subject of 

constructivist thinking instead of what the teacher demonstrates (Demiral, 2018; Lindqvist, 

2003). Therefore, the students may create a way to internalize the concrete idea that critical 

thinking creates for them (Moore & Piaget, 1971). Studies of Dewey (2006); Piaget (1952); 

Vygotsky (1978) have contributed to new learning approaches backed by constructivist 

theory which includes student-oriented learning and authentic learning in social studies in 

order to foster critical thinking in social studies. 

For genuine instructing, according to Dewey, there must be more real content, more tools, 

more instruments and more opportunities to perform before the gap can be addressed. And 

also where learners are involved in doing tasks, it is observed, with even comparatively 

passive approaches of teaching, that students' enquiries are interactive and frequent, and that 

possibilities for solutions are sophisticated, diversified and innovative (1916). Dewey stresses 

the significance of developing a real-life learning ambience. For social constructivist learning 

this is essential. For social constructivist learning, this is regarded to be crucial (Gordon, 

2009; Taylor, 2009). Teachers who use social-constructivist instruction should be able to 

perceive the interaction with the real setting, to stimulate reflection and exercise the built 

concepts (Vygotsky, 1978).  

Constructivist learning involves the design of collaborative and cooperative learning 

environments that enhance the reflection and recognition of personal beliefs (Karagiorgi & 

Symeou, 2005). The social context requires social construction of knowledge, but not all 

social contexts enhance the building of knowledge, as seen by Karagiorgi & Symeou (2005). 

Social context makes meaning when knowledge building allows individuals to incorporate 

their concepts, thoughts and hypotheses into genuine-world practices by collaborative 

learning activities (Vygotsky, 2019). 

2.3 Critical thinking and social studies 

Constructivist learning is intended to encourage thinking, critical reasoning, comprehension 

learning and utilizing, individual self-regulation and reflective thinking (Watts, Jofili, & 

Bezerra, 1997).Critical thinking, according to Tapung, Maryani, & Supriatna (2018) is a way 

of thinking explicitly and critically to guide one's thoughts and actions. One has to set criteria 

to evaluate and enhance one's analytical and reasoning ability and improve ability to think 

critically. Akinoglu & Baykin (2015) identified that the critical thinking of the individual 

requires a greater level of analytical thinking in the context of purpose, encouragement, focus, 
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and logical thinking. The creation of critical thinking skills includes the ability to evaluate, 

criticize and bring creative ideas to a reasonable result (Eulie, 1968). Because these themes 

contribute to social studies, high school students can grasp the details of the lesson in relation 

to real-life, realistic learning experiences. Hartshorne et al., (2019) claimed that critical 

thinking contributes to the capacity to analyze, identify and address complicated issues. Such 

competencies include an understanding of social studies in the context of comprehension, the 

study of uncertain data, complex tools and the interaction between outcomes and everyday 

life. The primary goal of social studies is to teach students to think analytically and to 

produce thinkers, who make themselves better to be able to resolve issues, make decisions 

and act at a greater level within the society (Karabulut, 2012). 

2.4 Main mission of social studies and critical thinking 

Social studies in the previous decade were determined as the study of historical experience, 

geography and culture and government and politics in a multicultural society, this is 

according to the National Council on Social Studies (NCSS). Throughout recent years, the 

definition of social studies has been expanded by the NCSS to involve with individuals and 

establish diverse cultures (Herczog, 2010). In addition to being more active in the community, 

the aim of social studies by way of the NCSS is to encourage learners in secondary schools 

by including a better psychological and social environment for learning (America, 2009). 

Furthermore, the goal and purpose of social studies is to educate students in a global society 

and make right decisions to become functioning members of society (Little et al., 2007). 

Secondary students can incorporate the knowledge of class with the experience of real 

situations and with the ability to gain global knowledge and understanding (Khan & 

Inamullah, 2011). The main focus or role of social studies, then, is to promote the creation of 

educated, conscientious and responsible individuals in their societies (Veltri, 2014). A 

significant element in social studies is students' critical thinking (Karabulut, 2012). 

2.5 Skills of critical thinking and social studies 

The aim of social studies is to encourage students to think analytically and to create thinkers 

into a greater level in the society for major issue-solving and choice-making (Karabulut, 

2012). NCSS provides several separate publications, for students, in order to comply with the 

practical criteria of the social studies lesson plan, to develop critical thought skills in social 

studies: social education, social studies and young learner, and middle level training (Herczog, 

2010). 

The secondary teacher who instructs social studies is concerned with critical thinking. 

Debabrata & Cuenca (2015) states that teachers seek to fulfill certain requirements that 

increase social study interests and learning. Teachers of social studies claim the resources 

supplied in the classroom environment can reflect the students' experience (Alazzi, 2008). 

This ensures that students are ultimately responsible for their learning and understanding in 

social studies through approaches centered on students. Learning tasks and strategies are 

needed along with various approaches which enhance students' understanding of social 

studies significantly(Bhakti, Ghiffari, & Regita, 2018). As said Demiral (2018) one must gain 

the ability to analyze and check the details and knowledge gained in any context to strengthen 
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critical thinking skills in all subjects. Critical thinking skills are constructed through various 

approaches of learning such as content of social studies (Alwadai, 2014; Bataineh & Alazzi, 

2009). 

3. Methodology 

A broader variety of studies have been carried out to research instructional approaches for the 

advancement of critical thinking abilities in the field of social studies in the promotion of 

critical thinking (Bhakti et al., 2018; Karabulut, 2012; Watts et al., 1997; Eulie, 1968). The 

method preferred was a qualitative approach that considered the viewpoints and perspectives 

of each participant as relevant points for examining teaching approaches that enhance critical 

thinking in social studies. A qualitative approach presents a greater perspective into the 

observed environment (Hillebrand & Berg, 2000). In this study a basic qualitative approach 

used a limited sample size. The research was conducted to learn about the teacher's attitudes 

toward instructional approaches that foster the critical thinking skills of students in teaching 

social studies was intended to provide them with deeper understanding and perspectives than 

just utilizing measurements of percentages (Hillebrand & Berg, 2000). 

3.1 Participants 

The research participants who were purposively recruited were 20 teachers in secondary 

public schools in the city of Erbil in Iraqi Kurdistan that teach social studies. Social studies 

teachers who had at least five years of experience and taught grades 10th, 11th, and 12th 

participated in this research. All teachers have been certified by the Kurdistan region of Iraq. 

The purposive sample approach is used for persons or groups who have a deep understanding 

of a relevant topic according to Tashakkori, Teddlie, & Johnson (2015). 

3.2 Setting 

An interview was held between 35-40 minutes after school with the 20 participants separately. 

In the school's classroom, interviews were held to explore the learning approaches that have 

been utilized throughout classrooms to improve critical thinking in social studies. All school 

teachers took part in interviews on constructivist teaching and critical thinking conducted by 

training course of the ministry of education. Only 8 secondary schools have been preferred 

and selected in the city of Erbil. The schools are classified as A, B, C, D, E, F, G, and H. In 

every school social studies teachers are suggested by the headmaster. The head teacher 

recommended two social studies teachers in every school A, B, C, D, E, F, but in each school 

G and H four teachers were recommended. The interviews took place in a quiet area of the 

school where the teachers had the comfort to answer the questions they interviewed. 

4. Collecting data 

Interviews and observations were the two data sets used to examine research questions 

throughout the study. 

4.1 Interviews  

In the sense of simplicity, transparency as well as the potential to raise specific questions, 
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interviews are the most effective method to qualitative data collectivity (Hillebrand & Berg, 

2000). The collected data that provide a specific number of participants or groups detailed 

information. Interviews were appropriate for this research due to secondary teachers' personal 

perspectives, instructional teaching in social studies, meaningful data, and useful background 

information. Interviews were performed and recorded independently in this basic qualitative 

interpretation. It ensured the participants privacy and confidentiality. There were 7 

semi-structured questions for the interview. The questions of the interviewing were focused 

on research questions that added importance to the research. The questions of the interview 

were checked by the field study including three experts from the world of social studies. The 

specialists checked the details of the interview to insure that the main questions were 

particularly suitable for participants. The questions were modified based on the specialists' 

opinions and feedback. The interviewer used the interview questions to explore participant 

perspectives on how participants address a particular subject in social studies when providing 

remarks and feedback on interview questions (Tashakkori et al., 2015). 

4.2 Observations 

Observations are one of the traditional qualitative data collection processes. According to 

Tashakkori et al. (2015), recording details in a natural environment is allowed. Throughout 

the study the observations became the valid qualitative approach for assessing the classroom 

practices as changes to the sample can be identified at various phases (Hillebrand & Berg, 

2000). 

The research was reviewed by three specialists before the study was conducted. Three 

specialists in the area of social studies were given approved field research methods. The 

purpose of the form was to allow experts to verify the reliability of the questions. The experts 

gave reviews on the importance of the questions after revising these questions. The questions 

were for school teachers who were teaching social studies. For several years, the experts have 

been studying and working on the subject. 

The set of interview questions is modified as follows: 

1. How do you explain the skills of critical thinking? 

2. How do you think that students of social studies should gain critical thinking skills? 

3. How are the students' critical thinking abilities in your social studies class environment? 

4. What indications do you think of critical thinking skills in student behavior and attitude, 

classwork activities related to academic achievement? 

5. What is your thought regarding on integrating critical thinking in social studies 

classroom with instructional approaches? 

6. What are the reasons, if there are any that directly impact your opinion to use or not 

approaches for critical thinking in your classes? 

7. When you use critical thinking skills in your teaching of social studies, what are 

challenges / barriers? 
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Prior to performing the interviews, permission documents were received. The participants 

recognized that the study was completely voluntary and that though they had chosen to take 

part, though they decided to do so, they might withdraw at any point. The research was 

conducted confidentially by the participants. Each participant's classroom was observed by 

the researcher between 30-40 minutes. Several remarks comments and statements were made 

in the morning and afternoon schools. The process of interview and observation started from 

the first week of January of 2020 and ended the last week of February of 2020. 

Interviews with participant teachers were conducted after the participants scheduled time. 

Teachers were interviewed individually and the interview on mobile phone was recorded. 8 

males and 12 females took part in the study. The interviews were completed in the classroom 

with the consent of the teachers. It was 35-40 minutes each interview. After the interviews 

were recorded and documented, the interviews were transcribed with a specific perspective 

on the phenomena for clarity and analysis. The researcher wrote the questions and translated 

them into Kurdish. The teachers of the school shared the responses in Kurdish. The Kurdish 

researcher translated the responses of the teachers individually from Kurdish into English in 

order to ensure an accurate translation process. 

Regarding the observation, particularly for the validity of the interview evidence, class 

observations were used. A guideline was prepared to concentrate on teaching and classroom 

activity. Approaches used to cultivate critical thinking in social studies were employed by 

students. Additional techniques were observed in which the students performed a task on their 

own through little guidance. The attitudes and perspectives of teachers are identified as 

following: 

1. Teachers engaging with activities used in specific small groups. 

2. Enable those students who struggle to grasp the material provided to be support by peer 

students. 

3. How does the teacher lead the students to the subject before the class is begun in order to 

continue the critical thinking learning process? 

4. How does the instructor concentrate on the subject when a disruption occurs? 

5. When summarizing the lesson, how does’ teacher criticizes the students’ verbal or 

writing skills? 

6. What kind of measurement has been used to evaluate student performance? 

Teachers were classified in the order they were questioned through the use of the labels from 

T1 to T20. The descriptions of the 20 participants are mentioned in Table 1. 



Journal of Studies in Education 

ISSN 2162-6952 

2020, Vol. 10, No. 2 

                  www.macrothink.org/jse 10 

Table 1. Demographics of participants interviewed 

 Teacher participants Frequencies  

Gender  Male  

Female 

8 

12 

Age  30-35 

36-40 

41-55 

6 

9 

5 

Levels degrees Bachelors 

Master 

20 

- 

Years of experience 5-10 

11-15 

8 

12 

5. Data analysis 

Two research questions, 7 interview questions and classroom observations addressed the 

process of data collection in this study. Every research question corresponds to the questions 

of the interview. Research Question 1 comprises four relevant interview questions and 

observation. Three linked interview questions and observation are also presented in Research 

Question 2. 

The participants' statements were transcribed by interviews and data processing. Once the 

transcripts were created, codes and formulas for the different interviews took place. The 

outcomes of the participants' interpretations were primarily attitudes, experiences and 

practice. The coding of terms started to appear with the common patterns of the terms. Table 

2 shows the themes constructed by the interview responses and observation. 
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Table 2. Research question 1 involves emergence of major themes and patterns from the 

interview and observation responses  

Research question 1 Emerged themes 

What are attitudes of social studies 

teachers towards instructional strategies 

that can enhance critical thinking skills of 

students? 

 

Abilities to think critically 

• Thinking differently from a new 

perspective 

• Construct and critically assess 

• Skills of creation of new 

knowledge 

Strategic Thinking Methods 

• Reasonable and meaningful 

responses process 

Methods for self-learning 

• Concerned with self-assessment 

• Involving of students in peer 

learning 

• Expressing curiosity through 

asking questions 

5.1 Abilities to think critically 

Critical thinking is a skill to regulate one's thoughts and reactions using various approaches to 

obtain the intended outcomes (Paul & Elder, 2012). Learners can indeed practice ideas in 

different and specific contexts through critical thinking skills (Herczog, 2010). The below are 

the abilities that teachers claimed were indicators of critical thinking. 

5.1.1 Thinking differently from a new perspective 

Most participants described critical thinking as an individual who can clarify and think 

differently. Besides learners thinking creatively, the mechanism through which students 

acquire understanding is critical thinking. Secondary school teachers employed guiding 

questions to enable students to think different manner. Teachers think that schooling is a not a 

sequential form anymore. Students gain skills from their teachers or textbooks. T5 and T7 

claimed that the teaching of social studies will contribute to the modern environment in 

which students experience such that they have a better understanding of the subject. Teachers 

realized that learning is not a simple process any more. Students gain experience and 

knowledge from their teachers or teaching materials. T3, T11 and T18 articulated that the 

social sciences teaching should be aimed at the actual environment in which students 

experience so that they can get a better understanding of the topic. T-3 stated that students 

clearly understand something they are confident engaging in different contexts. The teacher 

will show students various methods of learning. Students are therefore developing their own 

learning strategies. 
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5.1.2 Reasonable and meaningful responses process 

This is to the responses on particular questions pertaining to an examined topic is the students 

post. The students will address the query by utilizing the details of the text and by linking it 

with a real life experience. Students are often encouraged to cite what the writer said 

regarding the book. T2 gave an explanation of how her class utilized a meaningful response 

technique. First of all, the students were provided with video clips relating to the subject of 

the day from the internet. For around 5-7 minutes the students watched this film. The teacher 

answered questions about the film during the recording. 

Through guidance of the teacher the student addressed the questions orally. The participant 

subsequently produced another example close to the machine film. This time, the students 

used to give a response by typing their comments in paragraph format on their papers. This 

was considered productive reaction by the participants. 

"Secondary students are actually learning more than before" T2 said. In providing positive 

responses, students were motivated to give solid evidence of the responses to questions. The 

students then could not know of the responses. The students understand well, through 

providing positive responses 

5.1.3 Methods for self-learning 

T2, T13 and T18 indicated that many students have the potential to learn better through 

specific techniques. Once they clearly understand better, they can use logical reasoning to 

develop and implement their specific work. When a set of questions are addressed adequately, 

they moved on to a next class discussion, which is a higher level of thinking on different 

subjects in social studies. T8 clarified that students must have critical thinking ability to 

justify their answers. If students can clarify what they have to do to come up with a 

reasonable answer, then they have displayed logical thought in the context of self-learning 

strategies. T14 and T11 reflected that students would learn better of what they should 

anticipate from their teaching by breaking the lessons down into groups. However, the 

self-technique cannot be established by all the students. 

5.1.4 Concerned with self-assessment 

Most of the participants utilized self-evaluation techniques during the classroom observations. 

The self-assessment consisted of the preparation of the teacher and student. The student was 

deeply involved in the curriculum and developed responsibility of the lesson. When learners 

believed they were a part of the class, self-assessment was effective because of the 

participation of learners (Tofade, Elsner, & Haines, 2013). Students even assessed themselves, 

whether they understood the content of the curriculum. The students have been given the 

proper and materials to be assessed. This approach has raised the curiosity of students and 

inspired them to practice better (Kostons, van Gog, & Paas, 2012). 

5.1.5 Involving of students in peer learning 

Students may interact with others in some classes. The teacher must make plan for this 

collaborative learning process to succeed. According to Kostons et al. (2012) collaboration 
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with peers will be ideal for students at secondary school in an environment that focuses on 

student learning. The students had the ability to connect and exchange thoughts regarding the 

current lesson. The students’ roles and duties were chosen and assigned. The main purpose of 

such lesson with peers was specifically for the students to assign duties of each pair. When a 

member of that group can't perform its role, this was the group's responsibility to undertake. 

T3, T7 and T9 clarified that students appeared to better grasp one another than even the 

teacher. Working together helps with students who are reluctant to clarify their thoughts. 

Students may exchange concepts and likely create different views in order to understand a 

particular concept. 

5.1.6 Expressing curiosity through asking questions 

Many students grasp the idea while others do not as a teacher gives a lesson to social studies 

class. For learn, all students need to ask the questions why, how and when almost everything 

occurs. Most of the teachers emphasized that much of the primary critical thinking skills of 

social studies included giving clarification to how, why, and when questions. T9 and T15 

claimed that the students' behaviors, attitudes and questioning would challenge and influence 

other students' learning curiosity in the classroom by giving attention. 

Table 3 provides the arrangement of research questions 2, observation and interview 

questions, and combined with developed themes after transcripts were created, labeling and 

patterns occurred. 

Table 3. Research question 2 involves emergence of major themes and patterns from the 

interview and observation responses  

Research question 2 Emerged themes 

What are challenges to social studies teachers 

when integrating approaches of critical 

thinking in social studies? 

 

• Lack of motivation and interest of 

students 

• Student's refusal to understand the 

importance of social studies 

• Apparent lack of essential 

instructional resources 

• Absence of time and necessity for 

preparation or readiness 

5.2.1 Lack of motivation and interest of students 

Participants found out that students are challenging to critically comment on the subject of 

Social Studies. Participants will seek to find efficient methods of increasing the students' 

curiosity. Another participant believed many students are not properly competent to be 

subjected to critical thinking. "The students ' experience contributes significantly to the 

change in social studies"T12, T17, and T19 said. Unless students are not prepared to critically 

analyze, they do not respond well in critical thought practice. "Once they become very skilled, 

students perform rather well in in critical thinking practices." T5 confirmed. Many other 

participants assured that students do better with various tasks while the students are advanced 

in educational success. 
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Many participants assume that students are not particularly inspired in social studies to use 

critical reasoning techniques since the social study results do not depend on standardized 

assessments. They do not however want to understand exactly how social studies in our 

community are essential. T10 mentioned that by involving the students in the lessons, the 

teacher should maintain the enthusiasm of the students active and constructive. T6 and T13 

noted that logical thought exercises are hard as students are unable to understand and want 

their task easier. Students want the teacher to respond every question to them. If students 

cannot seem to find the response, they get disappointed and they decide to stop practicing. 

Also, students do not prefer to get challenged and be frustrated by critical thought learning. 

Moreover, students appreciate easier truthful tasks and classwork. In addition to this, students 

are particularly worried regarding issues of interpretation that involve simple logical thinking. 

Students are often comforted with simple questions that mostly memorized answers are 

needed. In other words teachers enable students to easily acquire real facts or knowledge by 

rote learning and this instructional approach prevents students' potential from critical 

thinking. 

5.2.2 Student's refusal to understand the importance of social studies 

Most students could not grasp that why social studies needed to be learned. Social studies 

must be meaningful to everyday situations of students. T1, T13, T15 and T19 clarified that in 

social studies, the challenges teachers encounter involve attempting to improve students' 

behavior and students think social studies in their community are not important, and they are 

get bored. Students believe that the only subjects which matter are languages and 

mathematics. There is also a bad motivation for the class when they attend to a social studies 

lesson. T8 said that this barrier would prevent students to be enthusiastic in social studies 

class. 

5.2.3 Apparent lack of essential instructional resources 

Another consideration is that it will be inadequate key resources to study in social studies. 

When materials are provided to reinforce the lesson taught, students might indeed think about 

a specific matter. Many classrooms lack sufficient resources to carry out the learning activity 

or tasks. Teachers need to use enough tools to fulfill the expectations of students’ long life 

learning. As critical thinking is necessary in social studies, certain tools and resources are 

derived from skilled professional learning. T7 and T 18 said the absence of teacher materials 

was a barrier to the usage of social studies of critical thinking tasks. When a new concept is 

introduced in a class, teachers ought to explain to the students in order to truly understand it 

deeper. When there are no resources, the idea of the lesson would be difficult for students to 

comprehend deeper. However, T8 clarified the importance of fostering critical thinking in 

education programs.T8 also added that there are normally several materials on the program. 

The materials typically provide teachers with teaching techniques that improve critical 

thinking mental capabilities. 

5.2.4 Absence of time and necessity for preparation 

Many participants believed that teaching social studies is a challenging experience for 
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secondary teachers. As said T4, time is a crucial part in classroom learning. T9 stated that 

teachers typically wanted their students to finalize their classwork or tasks during the lesson. 

While students learn in class, they have almost no opportunities to participate in analytical 

thought. Most teachers found it is necessary that students have time to think before answering 

questions as they consider waiting time is an effective method in motivating students to 

reflect and to express opinions. 

Students are not educated and trained in school because the subject fields of previous class 

are inadequately related to social studies. If students have to find a solution to a question, 

they will prefer a solution from Google rather than using thinking skills to find a response. 

Students are searching for low skilled work. And T14, T16 and T20 noted that it is 

challenging for both average and lower-average students to have detailed responses and they 

seem to mostly choose to get good and fast responses. 

Almost all teachers thought that students have high priority for completing the national 

examination, as it entitles them to admission to top-ranking of state universities. The students' 

primary interest is to get a good degree rather than to truly grasp the contents of social 

studies. 

6. Discussion of results 

The findings for both of the two research questions addressed consisted of attitudes of social 

studies teachers were questioned, observed and interpreted. The results are presented. 

6.1 Results for first research question 

This research confirms that it is not a simple duty for teachers to convey critical thought 

while teaching social studies. The findings indicate that the experience of teachers greatly 

affect their acceptance of critical thinking and the usage of a range of strategies to enhance 

critical thinking ability in secondary schools. As confirmed by Akinoglu & Baykin (2015) 

teachers do not fully recognize the value of developing student learning.  It is consistent 

with other studies which found the experience of teachers in enhancing the critical thinking 

skills of secondary students (Bataineh & Alazzi, 2009). 

The research revealed that teachers use teacher-centered approaches that do not include 

sufficient critical thinking in the curriculum. It is highlighted by Paul & Elder (2012) the 

teachers' experience that positively or negatively affects the development of the critical 

thinking skills of learners as they either boost or impair thought skills of students. The 

improvement of students' critical thinking skills is essential in this form of learning activity 

(Hartshorne et al., 2019). This research indicates that critical thinking is a crucial part of 

teaching social studies. Nonetheless, because of a lack of instructional experience, the 

teachers did not think that they were ready to educate critical thought to students and other 

techniques including "why" and "how" were suggested to make the students learn how to 

formulate a solution. 

This study found that the majority of participants have little knowledge or understanding in 

using instructional strategies to reinforce critical thinking. They have shared their own 
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opinions on the importance of cultivating and encouraging critical thought techniques among 

students. T4 said, for example, critical thinking was not valued much as it helps students to 

protest against state laws to ruin the society. Bhakti et al. (2018) backed these results limit 

teachers' instructional skills by offering students with clear and critical thinking and 

providing them inadequate resources for learning regardless of whether they correspond to 

the subject matter or not. 

This study found that students can enhance thinking abilities by participating throughout 

engaging students with peers, self-learning, self-evaluation and self-selecting tasks strategies 

as the evidence of the critical thinking skills. According to Kostons et al. (2012) a 

collaborative effort with peers in an atmosphere that reflects on learning and understanding is 

particularly appropriate for secondary students. Vygotsky (1978) assumed that students gain 

skills in social interaction inside the cultural context. The results of this research are based on 

Dewey's research (2006), which encourages secondary students to develop their own 

approaches of learning and understanding. 

6.2 Results for second research question 

This study found that lack of time and readiness is confirmed to be a barrier when using 

critical thinking abilities incorporated to students’ constructive learning. This finding is 

consistent with Alazzi (2008) and Alwadai (2014) research show that students may think 

critically with their own mental ability, but enhancing the ability of critical reasoning requires 

time, strategies and motives guided by teachers. According to Alwadai (2014) time is a 

significant obstacle in developing skills in critical thinking in large classrooms. They also 

found that teachers strive to provide students with knowledge in the specific field but 

experience time challenges with lack of useful learning tools to teach students critical thought. 

Paul & Elder (2012) suggested that critical thinking should be included in all teaching 

materials, so all teachers will be ready to integrate critical thinking skill into teaching social 

studies. 

This research reveals that due to lack of students' motivation and interests, students are not 

involved in learning social studies through critical thinking advanced strategies in a 

classroom environment. This finding is in line with Kwan & Wong (2015) emphasized that 

motivating students to practice thinking skills in learning context such as conclusions drawn, 

taking decisions, and solving problems will enable them to think creatively and to make them 

more productive. 

7. Conclusion 

In examining the insights emerging from the research for secondary social studies teachers in 

the city of Erbil, a number of themes are carried out to clarify the obstacles and lack of 

critical thinking approaches in secondary schools. In the context of social studies in 

secondary education, educational approaches must be developed. This essential qualitative 

research provides instructional approaches that can encourage students to think critically and 

reveal challenges to teaching social studies by using approaches of critical thinking. This was 

strengthened by teachers who find critical thinking skills as meaningless while students 
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preparing for national examinations. When some teachers stated in their interviews, students 

appear to value nothing not associated with their national test. Secondary social studies 

teachers are typically not unfamiliar with critical thinking definitions, strategies, and 

instructional methods. More studies are required to explore methods that indicate how to 

instruct the students about critical thinking. For secondary teachers it may be difficult to use 

instructional approaches to enhance and develop critical thinking in social studies. Through 

improving critical thinking ability, more students would be eager to engage in learning social 

studies. When students full engage, their interests and motivation can be developed to learn 

more about social studies, the society and the modern world. 
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