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Abstract

The development of critical thinking skills is essential in primary education to prepare students for lifelong
learning and problem-solving. Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL) offers a dynamic, student-centered approach
that encourages questioning, exploration, and reflection rather than rote memorization. This paper
investigates how inquiry-based teaching methods enhance critical thinking abilities among young learners.
It explores theoretical foundations from constructivism (Piaget, Vygotsky, Dewey) and identifies
pedagogical strategies that foster curiosity, reasoning, and independent thought. The findings indicate that
inquiry-based classrooms stimulate deeper understanding, promote active engagement, and nurture
creativity. Challenges such as teacher preparedness, curriculum constraints, and assessment limitations are
also discussed. Recommendations are provided to integrate inquiry-based learning effectively in the primary
education system.

Index Terms: Critical Thinking, Inquiry-Based Learning, Constructivism, Primary Education, Problem
Solving, Creativity

I. INTRODUCTION

In the 21st century, education must move beyond memorization to emphasize reasoning, reflection, and
analytical ability. Critical thinking—the ability to analyze, evaluate, and create—forms the foundation for
meaningful learning. In primary education, developing such skills early helps children question
assumptions, seek evidence, and solve problems innovatively.

Inquiry-Based Learning (IBL) aligns perfectly with this goal. Rooted in constructivist theory, it encourages
learners to ask questions, investigate, and build their own understanding. Unlike traditional teaching, which
focuses on teacher-delivered information, IBL transforms classrooms into spaces for exploration, dialogue,
and discovery. This paper examines how IBL strategies nurture critical thinking skills among primary school
students and discusses challenges and solutions for effective implementation.
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Theoretical Foundations

Constructivism underpins inquiry-based learning. According to Jean Piaget (1952), children actively
construct knowledge through experiences. Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal Development
emphasizes that learning occurs best through guided discovery, with teachers acting as facilitators. John
Dewey (1938) advocated learning through inquiry, arguing that education should mirror real-life
investigation where students question and explore.

Together, these theories establish that active engagement, curiosity, and reflection are central to cognitive
growth.

2.2 Defining Critical Thinking

Critical thinking involves reasoning logically, analyzing evidence, evaluating information, and forming
independent judgments (Ennis, 1996). In primary education, it means guiding children to think beyond
surface answers—to ask why, how, and what if. Such skills are vital for future learning, decision-making,
and responsible citizenship.

2.3 Inquiry-Based Learning in Practice

IBL encourages students to construct questions, conduct investigations, and reflect on outcomes.
Pedagogical models such as the SE Model (Engage, Explore, Explain, Elaborate, Evaluate) and
Problem-Based Learning (PBL) help structure inquiry processes. Teachers become facilitators who guide
students to discover concepts through real-world problems, experiments, and collaborative discussions.

2.4 Research Evidence

Studies show that IBL significantly enhances students’ cognitive and metacognitive abilities. For instance,
Hmelo-Silver et al. (2007) found that inquiry-based approaches improve problem-solving and conceptual
understanding. Minner, Levy, & Century (2010) concluded that students exposed to inquiry-oriented
science instruction achieve higher-order reasoning and retain knowledge longer than those taught
traditionally.

III. METHODOLOGY

This paper employs a qualitative literature review of research conducted between 2010 and 2024 on the
relationship between inquiry-based learning and critical thinking development in primary education.

Data Sources: ERIC, JSTOR, ResearchGate, and SpringerLink databases.
Selection Criteria:

e Studies focusing on primary-level learners (ages 6—12).

e Research on inquiry-based instruction and cognitive outcomes.

e Peer-reviewed English-language publications.

Themes were extracted through content analysis to identify patterns in teaching methods, outcomes, and
challenges related to implementing IBL.
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IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
4.1 Inquiry as a Catalyst for Critical Thinking

Inquiry-Based Learning transforms students from passive recipients into active investigators. By asking
questions, gathering data, and reflecting on evidence, children practice logical reasoning and self-evaluation.
For example, when students explore why plants grow differently under varying light conditions, they apply
analysis, prediction, and interpretation—core components of critical thinking.

4.2 Teacher’s Role in Facilitating Inquiry

Teachers act as facilitators, guiding exploration rather than dictating answers. Effective strategies include
open-ended questioning, scaffolding, and reflective discussion. Teachers must create safe environments
where mistakes are viewed as learning opportunities. Continuous professional development is vital to equip
teachers with inquiry facilitation skills.

4.3 Classroom Strategies for Inquiry-Based Learning
e Question Generation: Encouraging students to formulate their own research questions.
e Hands-on Exploration: Using experiments, fieldwork, and projects to promote active learning.

e Collaborative Learning: Group discussions and peer review strengthen communication and
reasoning.

e Reflection and Assessment: Journals and portfolios allow students to evaluate their thought
processes.

4.4 Challenges in Implementing IBL

Key barriers include limited time, rigid curricula, large class sizes, and teachers’ unfamiliarity with inquiry
methods. Standardized testing often prioritizes factual recall over conceptual reasoning. Addressing these
challenges requires systemic reforms and supportive educational policies.

V. CONCLUSION

Inquiry-Based Learning represents a transformative approach to developing critical thinking in primary
education. It enables students to become curious, analytical, and independent learners capable of applying
knowledge creatively. When children investigate real-world problems, they not only learn subject matter
but also acquire reasoning skills essential for lifelong learning.

For successful implementation, schools must provide teacher training, flexible curricula, and resources that
promote inquiry. Assessment systems should value reasoning and creativity alongside factual knowledge.
By embedding inquiry in everyday learning, educators can cultivate critical thinkers ready to meet the
challenges of the modern world.

IJCRT2511673 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | f696


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 11 November 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882

References

1. Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and Education. Macmillan.

2. Ennis, R. H. (1996). Critical Thinking. Prentice Hall.

3. Hmelo-Silver, C. E., Duncan, R. G., & Chinn, C. A. (2007). Scaffolding and Achievement in
Problem-Based and Inquiry Learning: A Response to Kirschner, Sweller, and Clark (20006).
Educational Psychologist, 42(2), 99-107.

4. Minner, D. D., Levy, A. J., & Century, J. (2010). Inquiry-Based Science Instruction—What Is It and
Does It Matter? Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 47(4), 474-496.

5. Piaget, J. (1952). The Origins of Intelligence in Children. International Universities Press.

6. Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes.

Harvard University Press.

IJCRT2511673 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | f697


http://www.ijcrt.org/

