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The classroom as a laboratory for
historical thinking: a pedagogical
approach to analyzing past and
society

Marcos Parada-Ulloa* and Carmen Burgos-Videla

Instituto IICSE, Universidad de Atacama, Copiapo, Chile

This study addresses the teaching of Social Sciences and History from a critical
perspective, proposing the classroom as a laboratory for socio-historical analysis.
Traditional education reproduces dominant narratives that reinforce social inequalities,
exclude subaltern voices, and limit the development of critical thinking among
students. The objective is to analyze how the classroom can become a space for
resistance and critical reflection by incorporating historical thinking and critical
pedagogy to foster the active construction of knowledge. A documentary methodology
with a bibliographic design and critical-reflective approach was used. Through
content analysis, relevant texts were selected and coded from various academic
databases, prioritizing theoretical coherence with the study’s objective. Four key
dimensions were identified: the reproduction of educational inequalities, critical
thinking as a form of resistance, the transformation of historical narratives, and the
teaching of history as a social practice. Additionally, a differentiated application of
the approach by educational level (primary, secondary, and higher) was proposed,
emphasizing the benefits of the historical method and interdisciplinarity in developing
critical thinking. Theoretical evidence suggests that the classroom can be re-
signified as a transformative space if inclusive, collaborative, and historically
contextualized methodologies are promoted. Structural and institutional barriers
must be overcome through critical educational policies and specific teacher
training. Historical education, when critical and interdisciplinary, contributes to
forming committed citizens capable of analyzing and transforming social reality
from an ethical and emancipatory perspective.
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1 Introduction

Pedagogical approaches have undergone significant transformation in the teaching of
Social Sciences and History. The notion of conceiving the classroom as a laboratory for
historical-social analysis (Santacana, 2005; Salazar-Jiménez et al., 2015) has gained traction
among academics and educators who seek to transform the educational space into a dynamic
environment for critical reflection and knowledge creation (Apple, 1997; Aisenberg and
Alderoqui, 2007). In educational contexts marked by deep structural inequalities, traditional
pedagogical dynamics often reinforce dominant narratives that reproduce existing relations
of power and social inequality (Apple, 1997; Barton, 2008; Carretero and Van Alphen, 2014).
Such educational practices, by legitimizing and validating primarily the cultural and symbolic
capital of the elites, systematically relegate vulnerable popular sectors to subordinate positions,
thereby deepening social and educational disparities (Bell, 2010).
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In light of this scenario, it becomes essential to conceptualize
the classroom not merely as a site for the transmission of dominant
knowledge, but as an active and strategic space for cultural
resistance and social transformation. From a critical sociological
perspective, this transformation necessarily entails the integration
of critical historical thinking and the critical sociology of education
as key tools to question, deconstruct, and reconstruct hegemonic
narratives (Wineburg, 2018). A central question thus arises: How
can the classroom be transformed into an authentic space of
resistance and critical reflection that fosters both the development
of historical thinking and social transformation? Arising from this
question, the objective of the present work is to analyze the
classroom as a space for experimentation and reflection, where
students do not merely learn about historical facts or social
concepts, but engage in the critical reconstruction of such
knowledge (Prats, 2011). The importance of teaching students to
undertake research at all educational levels is emphasized, arguing
that the development of these skills is essential for the formation of
critical and active citizens.

It is contended that the historical method should not be reduced
to the mere transmission of knowledge, but rather should serve as an
approach that enables students to become active agents in their own
learning (Dominguez, 2008; Prats and Santacana, 2011).

2 Theoretical perspectives

This study is grounded in four principal theoretical approaches:
the critical sociology of education, critical historical thinking, critical
theory, and the debate between competition and cooperation. From
the perspective of critical sociology of education, Freire (1970), in his
seminal work Pedagogy of the Oppressed, challenges the traditional
or banking model of education, which positions students as passive
recipients of knowledge. In contrast, Freire proposes a dialogical and
problem-posing model that conceives education as a political act,
wherein students learn to identify structures of oppression and
acquire the tools for their transformation (Weber, [1922]2021).
Complementing this, Bourdieu (1991) introduces the concepts of
cultural capital and habitus to analyze how the educational system
perpetuates structural inequalities. According to Bourdieu, the
habitus, understood as a set of internalized dispositions, contributes
effectively to the subtle yet persistent reproduction of structures of
domination within educational contexts. The articulation between
Freire and Bourdieu underscores the importance of a critical praxis
capable of challenging such dispositions through reflective thought
and transformative actions.

With respect to historical thinking, its role is emphasized as
crucial in the formation of engaged and reflective citizens capable of
questioning existing power structures (VanSledright, 2002; Gibbs and
Coffey, 2004). In the contemporary context—characterized by a
constant proliferation of information and ideological reinterpretations
of the past (White, 1973; Stearns, 1998; Carretero et al., 2002)—it
becomes essential to move beyond a teaching model centered
exclusively on memorization and to promote a critical understanding
of historical events (Parker and Donnelly, 2014), as well as to
interrogate power structures (Foucault, 1975). Studies from Anglo-
Saxon (Barton, 2008), Spanish (Santisteban et al., 2010; Prats, 2011;
Prats and Santacana, 2011), and Latin American contexts (Mufoz,
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2005; Vasquez, 2014; Salazar-Jiménez et al., 2015; Muioz, 2022) have
demonstrated that integrating disciplinary knowledge with socio-
critical approaches not only enables a better understanding of the
social environment (Cérdenas et al., 1991; Almansa, 2018; Carretero
et al., 2002; Carretero and Voss, 2004), but also contributes to the
formation of subjects capable of actively intervening in social reality
in the face of inequalities and injustices (Aisenberg and
Alderoqui, 2007).

Wineburg (2001) stresses that historical thinking is not a natural
process, but a skill that must be deliberately cultivated. It entails
analyzing historical sources through a critical lens, questioning
inherent biases, and reconstructing narratives that incorporate
marginalized voices. Peter Seixas (2000) complements this
perspective by emphasizing the capacity of historical thinking to
connect the past with present-day issues, thereby fostering a deeper
understanding of contemporary structures. In this regard, critical
reflection on the past becomes a transformative act, allowing for an
understanding of the historical roots of the structural inequalities
that critical sociology denounces (Santisteban Fernandez, 2017).

From the standpoint of critical theory, Adorno and Horkheimer
(1944) argue that education must question structures of domination,
thereby promoting social emancipation and the development of
autonomous and reflective individuals. This implies that the
classroom should not only serve as a space for critiquing dominant
narratives, but also as a participatory environment of dialogue, where
students and teachers co-construct knowledge oriented toward
social transformation.

Regarding the competition—cooperation debate, it is noted that
competition has historically been promoted by dominant ideologies
that justify inequality through theories such as social Darwinism,
which inappropriately applies evolutionary principles to social
contexts (Carr, 1966; Holmes, 1994; Tort, 1996; Blot, 2007). In contrast
to this vision, Durkheim (1897), Kropotkin (1906), and Morin (2017)
have shown that cooperation promotes social cohesion, integration,
and solidarity, which are essential to avoid social anomie.

As a branch of this philosophical tradition, cooperative pedagogy
has a broad and longstanding history. While it cannot be fully covered
here, several of its key figures may be highlighted, including Célestin
and Elise Freinet (1964a, b), Francisco Ferrer (Morzadec, 2024), Paulo
Freire (Dubigeon and Pereira, 2024; Ocampo Lopez, 2008), and from
the field of neuroscience, Cyrulnik (2023, 2025). Ongoing theoretical-
practical research in this field continues to inform teacher training
effectively (Casanova et al., 2024). Despite such evidence, erroneous
collective representations persist. The diagnostic test developed by
Kreidler (1984) —another key contributor—can be used to identify
and deconstruct these representations.

Based on the foregoing, it is justified to transform the classroom
into a laboratory of historical and social analysis that enables students
and teachers to engage critically with historical narratives and
contemporary social dynamics (Carretero et al., 2013). This
transformation is structured as a collective pedagogical process
comprising four key stages: teacher training in cooperative pedagogy,
the development of cooperative skills in students, training in critical
investigation of family collective memory, and finally, the elaboration
of group-level comparative syntheses (Dominguez, 2008). This
project not only fosters intergenerational and social cohesion, but
also strengthens students’ socio-historical awareness and democratic
capabilities, thereby constituting a pedagogical praxis aligned with
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critical theory (Chaux et al., 2004; Donovan and Brasford, 2005) and
the emancipatory pedagogy proposed by Freire.

3 Method

This study adopts a documentary methodology, framed within a
bibliographic design and guided by a critical-reflective approach. Its
purpose is to analyze the relevance of considering the classroom as a
laboratory for historical-social analysis, understood as a pedagogical
approach to the study of the past and society. Following Gomez et al.
(2014), the bibliographic review allows for the identification and
examination of the most significant theoretical contributions related to
the subject of study, thereby facilitating an effective engagement with
the extensive body of specialized literature. Consequently, the selected
methodology required advanced skills in the search, selection, critical
review, and analytical synthesis of relevant academic documents.

The corpus was selected through non-probabilistic sampling
based on convenience and the expert judgment of the researcher, in
accordance with the guidelines proposed by Muroz (2013) and
Gomez et al. (2014). The databases consulted included ERIC,
Education Database, EBSCO, Scopus, and Google Scholar. To retrieve
pertinent literature, a search equation was constructed using Boolean
operators and the following key descriptors: (“classroom as
laboratory” OR “aula como laboratorio”) AND (“historical-social
analysis” OR “andlisis histdrico-social”) AND (“critical pedagogy”
OR “pedagogia critica”) AND (“teaching of history and society” OR
“ensefianza de la historia y la sociedad”). This search strategy enabled
a more accurate retrieval of relevant documents.

Moreover, explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria were
established to ensure the methodological rigor and transparency of
the process. The inclusion criteria considered were: (a) publications
in indexed academic journals from 2005 to 2024; (b) studies focused
on critical pedagogical approaches to the teaching of history or social
sciences; and (¢) texts available in English or Spanish with full access
to content. The exclusion criteria were: (a) studies with a strictly
quantitative focus and lacking relevant theoretical engagement; (b)
opinion pieces without empirical or methodological grounding; and
(c) duplicate documents across databases.

The methodological development of this critical review followed
the stages proposed by Gomez et al. (2014): (a) definition of the
research problem; (b) information retrieval; (c) organization of the
collected data; and (d) analysis of the information. To generate
specific knowledge regarding the object of study, content analysis was
employed as the primary interpretative technique, based on the
framework developed by Andréu (2002), which focuses on the
systematic examination of written texts.

This analysis was operationalized following the methodological
sequence described by Fernandez (2002), which includes: (a)
identification of analysis topics based on constructs previously
defined by the researchers; (b) data collection using the selected
descriptors and search equation applied to the chosen databases; (c)
development of analytical categories and a coding scheme aligned
with the objectives of the study; (d) application of the coding scheme
to a preliminary sample of the collected material; (e) complete coding
of the corpus using the approved scheme; and (f) evaluation of the
consistency of the procedure by verifying the internal coherence of
the processed information.
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4 Structural inequality and educational
resistance

A primary category of analysis is the impact of cultural capital and
critical thinking within educational dynamics. According to Bourdieu
and Passeron (1977), schools function as mechanisms of social
reproduction by endorsing cultural capital that benefits dominant classes.
This capital manifests through linguistic codes, cultural practices, and
values reflecting the elites’ habitus. Conversely, working-class students,
lacking these symbolic resources, face greater challenges integrating
successfully into the educational system (Geertz, 1983). This mechanism
positions schools as sites where social inequalities are perpetuated under
the guise of meritocracy (Gramsci, 1975; McLaren, 1984; Giroux, 1990).

However, the relationship between education and inequality
cannot be reduced to a unidirectional logic (Geertz, 1983). Critical
sociology reveals that educational structures, while reproductive, can
also serve as transformative spaces through educational praxis and
inclusive pedagogies (Fernandez Palomares, 2003).

From the perspective of Freire (1970) and Giroux (1983), critical
thinking is essential to subvert these dynamics. Freire argues that
dialogue and praxis are crucial instruments for raising the consciousness
of the oppressed, enabling them to identify power structures shaping
their realities. Giroux (1983) expands on this by positioning schools as
spaces of cultural resistance, where students can cultivate critical
awareness, questioning and transforming their environments.

In this context, Giddens (1991) highlights that education not only
reproduces inequalities but is also constantly renegotiated, allowing
social dynamics to create new meanings and opportunities for change.
This dialectical approach emphasizes that educational agents—teachers,
students, and communities—can actively confront structural pressures.

4.1 Social inequalities and educational
reproduction

The perpetuation of inequalities in education is intrinsically
connected to its classifying function (Guerrero-Romera et al., 2022).
According to Bernstein (1971), the linguistic structures and
communicative codes prevalent in educational institutions favor those
who share the habitus of higher social classes, relegating others to
marginalized positions. For example, in urban schools, students from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds encounter linguistic barriers that
impede effective classroom participation. Activities and assessments
designed according to dominant linguistic codes perpetuate student
exclusion. This symbolic exclusion is materialized through the hidden
curriculum, legitimizing values and cultural practices inaccessible to
all students (Gramsci, 1975; Guha, [1982], 2002).

4.2 Critical thinking as educational resistance
Critical thinking not only denounces inequalities but also

facilitates the deconstruction of dominant narratives legitimizing

oppressive structures (Hernandez Cardona, 2002; Maggioni et al.,

2009). This approach involves:

« Questioning established norms: recognizing how power relations
shape school practices (Fernandez Palomares, 2003).
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« Fostering dialogue: creating participatory spaces where students
reflect upon equity and human rights (Freire, 1970).
« Transforming pedagogical

practices: adopting methods

emphasizing collaboration and traditional

hierarchies (Giroux, 1983).

challenging

An illustrative example would involve a school project where
students engage in debates on social justice and human rights.
Through critical dialogue, students would identify discriminatory
practices in their school environment and propose solutions to
promote a more inclusive setting.

Freire (1970) defines the classroom as a space where pedagogical
praxis can become a political act. Through authentic dialogue,
teachers and students co-construct knowledge, generating
transformative pedagogy that challenges authoritarianism and fosters
emancipation. This approach, reinforced by Giroux (1983), positions
schools as environments for building critical citizenship and

promoting democratic values.

4.3 Practical barriers and strategies for
overcoming them

Although the proposals discussed previously possess considerable
theoretical value, educators encounter practical barriers limiting
their implementation:

5 Historical narratives and their
transformation

The transformation of traditional historical narratives
towards more inclusive and critical approaches constitutes a
fundamental challenge in contemporary teaching. From a
sociological perspective, questioning dominant narratives and
reconstructing historical perspectives are essential tools for
understanding the power structures that shape collective memory
(Pereyra, 1995) and, at the same time, for constructing stories
that integrate the diversity of social experiences (Santacana, 2005;
Parts, 2011).

In this sense, the category of analysis around the questioning
of dominant narratives has been constructed from a homogeneous
perspective that reflects the interests of the dominant elites
(Gramsci, 1975; Smith and Breakstone, 2015). As Wineburg
(2001) points out, historical thinking requires hallenging
simplistic and linear views that present facts as immutable
(White, 1973). Deconstructing dominant narratives allows us to
see how the voices of marginalized groups have been excluded
and how certain historical interpretations have served to
perpetuate social inequalities.

From a critical perspective, Fernandez Palomares (2003)
highlights that teaching history is not a neutral act, but a social
practice deeply rooted in the ideological context of each society
(Bloch, 1952; Carr, 1966; Braudel, 1989; Burke, 2003). Educational
sociology has the task of questioning how curricular content and
teaching methodologies reflect power structures, legitimizing certain
discourses and excluding others.

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2025.1485404

5.1 Reconstruction of historical perspectives

Critical analysis of historical narratives is an essential step in
reconstructing alternative perspectives. Seixas (2000) argues that
teaching history involves not only transmitting knowledge, but also
equipping students with tools to critically interpret predominant
narratives (Fallace and Neem, 2005). This historical reconstruction
seeks to incorporate the experiences of traditionally silenced groups,
such as indigenous communities, women, and the working classes,
challenging the hegemonic vision that has privileged the perspectives
of the dominant (Duby and Guy, 1996; Le Gofl, 2005). For example,
the inclusion of primary sources that reflect the experiences of
subaltern actors allows for opening up dialogue on the diversity of
historical interpretations, promoting a richer understanding and
complexity of the past (Wineburg, 2001). Furthermore, as Giddens
(1991) indicates, this plurality of voices not only broadens the cultural
horizon, but also fosters critical thinking that is essential for the
formation of active citizens in democratic societies.

5.2 Inclusive and critical teaching

The reconstruction of historical narratives has a direct impact on
inclusive teaching. Wineburg (2001) argues that historical thinking is
an unnatural act, as it demands stepping outside one’s own
preconceptions to understand how individuals in the past experienced
their reality. From this perspective, inclusive teaching must foster
historical empathy, understood as the capacity to comprehend the
actions and decisions of individuals and groups within their specific
historical contexts.

Fernandez Palomares (2003) emphasizes that classrooms should
serve as spaces where students encounter open-ended questions,
critically reflect upon power relations (Foucault, 1975), and develop
their own critical understanding of the past (Hernandez Cardona,
2002). For instance, in a teaching unit on colonization, students might
conduct research from multiple perspectives, incorporating voices of
indigenous peoples as well as colonizers. Such inquiry promotes a
profound understanding of historical events, while also cultivating
students’ critical thinking and historical empathy skills.

This approach not only strengthens students’ cognitive abilities
but also equips them to question the unilateral narratives prevalent in
public and political discourses.

5.3 Practical limitations and strategies to
overcome them

Despite the transformative potential of these proposals, educators

face  significant  practical ~ barriers when  attempting

their implementation:

« Institutional and Cultural Resistance: Changing pedagogical
practices can generate resistance among both teachers and
students, due to institutional inertia or deeply rooted cultural
patterns. Overcoming this challenge requires cultivating a school
culture that values pedagogical innovation and promoting
educational leadership that supports these initiatives.
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o Limited Interdisciplinary Approaches: History teaching often
remains isolated from other disciplines, limiting its ability to
address complex contemporary problems. Integrating

interdisciplinary approaches, such as connecting history,

sociology, geography, literature, and political science, enriches
learning and fosters transferable skills (Trigwell et al., 2005). For
example, an interdisciplinary project involving departments of
history, literature, and political science would allow students to
analyze the Industrial Revolution from multiple perspectives.

This interdisciplinary approach not only enhances their

comprehension of historical events but also provides tools to

apply critical thinking to contemporary issues.

To overcome these limitations, it is essential to integrate historical
thinking with other fields of knowledge, enabling students to critically
address contemporary phenomena. Utilizing digital tools, such as
multimedia archives and interactive simulations, facilitates access to
diverse historical sources and promotes active learning (Sdez et al.,
2016; Palacios, 2020). Furthermore, designing assessments that value
critical and analytical skills, such as creating alternative historical
narratives, can complement traditional methods and transform
history education into an effective instrument for inclusion and
social change.

Adorno and Horkheimer (1944) highlight how institutionalized
educational systems may reproduce domination by legitimizing values
and practices reinforcing the status quo (Pld, 2008). Nevertheless,
classrooms can become spaces of resistance to these dynamics,
enabling students to critically examine the power structures shaping
their realities (Stearns, 1998; Seixas, 2000).

For example, following the insights of Adorno and Horkheimer
(1944), Stearns (1998), and Seixas (2000), social science students can
critically analyze their community’s history, identifying how political
and economic decisions have impacted various social groups. This
analysis empowers students to challenge local power structures and
propose solutions to promote equity within their environment.

Freire (1970) argues that questioning power structures constitutes
a fundamental act of liberation. His Pedagogy of the Oppressed
emphasizes the necessity of authentic dialogue between teachers and
students, positioning both as active participants in knowledge
construction. Giroux (1988) extends this idea, advocating for the
classroom as a democratic public sphere, where dominant narratives
perpetuating inequalities are critically examined and deconstructed.
Giroux asserts that critical education not only interrogates injustice
but also equips students with tools to imagine and construct a more
equitable society.

5.4 Promoting social justice

The classroom plays a central role in promoting social justice,
understood as actively pursuing equity and redistributing power and
resources within society. Education must transcend mere content
transmission and become a political act through which students
become aware of their oppressive realities and act toward transforming
them (Trigueros-Cano et al., 2021). Methodologically, project-based
learning on local and global problems fosters an active understanding
of social justice. For instance, conducting a research project on local
water contamination enables students to investigate underlying causes
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and propose actions to improve water quality, thereby promoting
environmental justice. Freire (1970) describes this process as
“conscientization,” whereby students recognize their roles within
social dynamics and learn to intervene effectively to promote justice.

5.5 Creating committed citizens

The classroom also significantly contributes to forming committed
citizens capable of actively participating in public life and advocating
for a democratic and just society. Giroux (1990) argues that critical
education should foster a sense of agency among students,
encouraging them to assume an active role in constructing a shared
future (Gomez and Miralles, 2015).

Within this framework, the critical theory articulated by Adorno
and Horkheimer (1944) warns of the dangers inherent in passive
citizenship shaped by consumerism and mass culture dynamics. To
counteract these tendencies, classrooms should cultivate critical
thinking, historical empathy, and ethical commitment, all of which are
crucial for effective civic participation. A practical example includes
educational projects engaging students in addressing local issues,
applying knowledge to tackle matters such as inequality, environmental
problems, or human rights (Aries and Duby, 1987-1989). This
approach enhances student learning and positions them as active
agents of social change within their communities.

5.6 Practical limitations and strategies to
overcome them

Standardized assessments often constrain educators’ ability to
prioritize critical pedagogical practices. To address this limitation,
advocating for alternative indicators capable of measuring skills such
as historical thinking, empathy, and civic engagement is essential
(Trigueros-Cano et al., 2022). For example, educational projects
engaging students in addressing local problems can be designed.
These could include community analysis workshops, interdisciplinary
projects addressing economic inequalities, or spaces fostering
democratic debate in the classroom (Alvarez et al., 2021). This
approach enriches learning and positions students as effective change
agents in their communities (Table 1).

6 The classroom as a space for the
construction of historical knowledge

One of the recurring themes in literature is the conception of the
classroom as a space where historical knowledge is constructed and
reconstructed. According to Wineburg (2001), the classroom offers a
unique context in which students can interact with primary and
secondary sources, allowing them to develop historical analysis skills
that go beyond mere memorization of facts, this approach aligns with
critical pedagogy of Paulo Freire (1970), who advocates learning that
empowers students to question and reinterpret hegemonic historical
narratives. This helps to orient the classroom as a laboratory of
historical and social analysis, from the primary, secondary and higher
educational level, which considers a pedagogical perspective as
presented in Table 2.
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TABLE 1 Practical barriers limiting implementation.

Practical barriers limiting its implementation

Teacher training The lack of preparation to work from a critical perspective
makes it difficult to incorporate transformative pedagogies.
To overcome this, it is necessary to

develop teacher training programs focused on critical
thinking, with an emphasis on real cases and classroom

experiences.

Limited resources Schools, especially in vulnerable contexts, often lack basic
resources that make pedagogical work difficult. It is crucial
to implement public policies that guarantee an equitable
distribution of resources, in addition to promoting the use

of low-cost collaborative and creative tools.

Cultural resistance | Both teachers and students may show resistance to change
due to deep-rooted cultural patterns. The use of
participatory methodologies, where educational actors are
protagonists of the process, can facilitate the transition

towards more inclusive practices.

Pressure for Standards-centered assessments reduce the space for

standardized critical practices. A key strategy would be to develop
results alternative indicators that assess critical and democratic

skills in students, complementing traditional methods

Source: Reisman, 2012; Rennie, 2012; Perafidn Cabrera, 2013; Guerrero-Romera and Pérez-

Ortiz, 2022; Martinez Diaz, 2023; Parada Ulloa et al., 2024.

Table 2 allows us to analyze from a socio-critical perspective, the
classroom in primary education is configured as the space where the
bases of historical thinking begin (Parker and Donnelly, 2014).
Learning that empowers students even at early stages is important,
introducing historical concepts that allow them to begin to question
their environment (Lee, 2005). Although Vygotsky (1978) suggests
that learning is a socially mediated process, at the primary level the
challenge lies in balancing the simplicity necessary for children’s
understanding with the critical depth that prepares the ground for
later educational stages (Seixas, 2000).

In secondary education, the teaching of history is oriented
towards the problematization of dominant historical narratives, which
connects with the critical pedagogy of Giroux (1990). Here, students
begin to recognize history as a social construction that reflects
relationships of power and oppression. The inclusion of alternative
historical perspectives (for example, from marginalized groups)
challenges traditional knowledge structures (Muioz, 2022), aligning
with Wineburg’s (2001) vision that historical analysis should transcend
the mere memorization of facts and promote a critical understanding
of the past.

Finally, at the higher level, the classroom becomes a space for
advanced research and the application of critical theories (Parada
Ulloa et al., 2024). Said’s (1979) work on Orientalism is an example of
how students can deconstruct historical narratives through critical
analysis of colonial discourses. Becher and Trowler (2001) argue that
interdisciplinarity in higher education is key to developing a holistic
understanding of historical and social phenomena, which fosters
sophisticated analytical capacity in students. Table 3 shows the
development of historical thinking and its applicability in
the classroom.

Table 3 summarizes the key categories of historical thinking that
are developed in the classroom, focusing on how they are applied in
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the educational process and how they contribute to the development
of critical thinking in students. These categories are essential to help
students interpret and analyze history critically, based on the historical
method. The historical method is presented as a key tool for students
to develop critical and analytical skills (Santisteban et al., 2010). One
of the purposes is that students not only memorize facts, but also learn
to identify historical problems, analyze sources, understand historical
changes and evaluate different perspectives (Prats, 2000, 2017).

6.1 Teaching history as a social practice

Another emerging category is the teaching of history as a social
practice that reflects and shapes students’ understanding of their own
society. Levstik and Barton (2022) argue that history taught in
classrooms is not neutral; It is infused with values and perspectives
that influence how students perceive their role in society. This
approach underscores the importance of critical analysis of
educational materials and curriculum, to ensure that a diversity of
historical and social perspectives are included.

Table 4 helps to understand that in primary education, the
teaching of history as a social practice aims to establish the bases for
historical awareness in students (Seixas and Morton, 2012). Through
hands on activities and accessible stories, students begin to understand
how historical events affect their environment. This level is essential
for children to acquire a first awareness of their historical and social
identity (Santacana, 2005). The classroom in this context functions as
a space where students can engage with history through direct
experience and playful exploration.

In secondary education, the teaching of history becomes more
critical and reflective. Students begin to apply the historical method
to analyze the causes and consequences of historical events, and the
classroom becomes a space for deep debates and analysis. Wineburg
(2001) highlights that this is the time when students must learn to
think like historians, questioning dominant narratives and
understanding the impact of history on today’s society. Here the
development of historical thinking involves not only memorizing
facts, but also understanding the complexity of historical processes.

In higher education, history is studied as a critical and
multidisciplinary social practice that allows us to understand the
power dynamics in contemporary society (Hobsbawm, 2010). The
classroom is a laboratory where students confront different points of
view and use the historical method rigorously, integrating critical
theories and interdisciplinary approaches. The development of
thinking in higher education involves the ability to carry out complex
analyses, compare sources and theories, and produce research that
contributes to the field of knowledge (Claure, 2019). The challenge lies
in integrating multiple theoretical and methodological approaches
into a coherent understanding of the past and its impact on the present.

Teaching research allows students to get involved in the process
of constructing historical knowledge, which fosters meaningful
learning (Ausubel et al., 1983; Pozo, 1997; Diaz-Barriga Arceo and
Herndndez Rojas, 2006; Diaz-Barriga, 2013). It is necessary for
students to experience the research process through the collection of
documents and analysis of sources. By doing so, students not only gain
knowledge, but also develop the ability to ask questions, analyze
evidence, and construct their own interpretations based on
concrete data.
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TABLE 2 Classroom as a laboratory for historical-social analysis.

Educational
level

Classroom conceptualization

Pedagogical approach

10.3389/feduc.2025.1485404

Challenges

Potentials

Primary The primary classroom is conceived as a space Constructivist approach where simple Tendency toward Introduction of adapted
for the construction of historical knowledge narratives are Introduced and interactive oversimplification can primary sources and
where students begin to become familiar with teaching materials (own creation) are impede the early promotion of an initial
basic concepts of time, Place, and historical used curiosity and critical thinking are development of critical critical awareness.
events. encouraged from an early age. thinking

Secondary The secondary education classroom is Critical pedagogy based on the analysis of | Institutional resistance to Development of
transformed into a space where students. Begin primary and secondary sources reflection | the integration of critical Deeper analytical
to question hegemonic historical narratives and on history as a social construction and the | perspectives. skills and ability to
explore the relationships between history and inclusion of marginalized perspectives are question dominant
power. emphasized narratives.

Superior In higher education, the classrom becomes a Interdisciplinary approach that integrates | The rigidity of discipline Training critical
laboratory where complex historiographic history, sociology, antropology and and the segmentation of citizens with skills
analyzes are carried out and critical theories are | political science. knowledge forsocial and historical
applied to reinterpret the past from Students are active actors in the analysis in complex
interdisciplinary perspectives. construction of knowledge and participate contexts.

in debates about the relevance of history
in contemporary contexts

Source: Geertz, 1983; Apple, 1997; Muiioz, 2005; Prats and Santacana, 2011; Carretero et al., 2013; Parker and Donnelly, 2014.

TABLE 3 Analysis of historical thought.

Category of Description

historical thought

Classroom application

Development of historical
thought

Temporal and spatial Ability to understand time and space as they

thinking relate to historical events, including the
ability to place events in a chronology and

contextualize historical phenomena.

In the classroom, activities are developed that
allow students to construct timelines, analyze
historical maps, and understand the
relationship between time, place, and historical

events.

The development of this skill allows students
to understand the sequentiality and
simultaneity of historical events, as well as
their impact in different geographical

contexts.

Source analysis Ability to evaluate the validity and relevance
of different types of sources (primary and
secondary) and use them to construct

evidence-based historical narratives

Source analysis exercises are performed, where
students compare documents, identify biases,
and construct explanations based on evidence

obtained from sources.

It allows students to develop a critical
understanding of sources, identifying

dominant and marginal narratives in history.

Continuity and change Understanding that history is a continuous
process where certain elements remain
constant while others change and that it is
necessary to analyze both to understand

historical development.

In class, students compare different historical
periods to identify patterns of continuity and
change, applying this knowledge to the

interpretation of current events.

Developing this skill allows students to
recognize the complexity of historical

processes and their relevance to the present.

Historical causality Ability to identify the causes and
consequences of historical events,
recognizing that multiple factors influence

historical phenomena.

Discussions and analyzes are conducted that
allow students to identify the complex causes of
historical events and their shortand long-term

consequences.

It fosters a deeper understanding of
historical processes, helping students analyze

events from a multifactorial perspective.

Source: White, 1973; Tilly, 1978; Tort, 1996; Stearns, 1998; VanSledright, 2002; Herndndez Cardona, 2002; Garcia, 2015; Wineburg, 2018.

Consequently, Prats and Santacana (2011) point out the
importance of teaching students at all educational levels, arguing that

analisis

the development of these skills is fundamental for the formation of

critical citizens, capable of analyzing and understand historical and
social processes in their complexity. By integrating the historical
method into teaching, active and meaningful learning is promoted,
which prepares students not only for their academic studies, but also

for their lives as informed and engaged citizens.
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6.2 Interdisciplinarity in historical-social

The historical-social analysis within the classroom-laboratory is
characterized by its interdisciplinary approach. This type of analysis
goes beyond the mere accumulation of data; focuses on understanding
the underlying structures that shape historical facts and
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TABLE 4 Teaching of history as a social practice and the development of historical thinking (Freinet, 1964b).

Educational = Conceptualization of history = Methodological approach Challenges Potentials

level as social practices

Primary History is taught as a way to build Narrative method and use of sources (images, - Maintain a - Develop an initial
collective identity and understand oral stories). balance between understanding of
society through accesible narratives and The historical method is used in a basic way to simplicity historical thinking by
concrete examples. help students understand temporal sequences and and depth identifying changes
The classroom is the initial space where cause-effect relationships. and continuities.
students begin to develop a sense of Curiosity and empathy are encouraged through
historical time and causality. the identification of historical figures

Secondary History is presented as a discipline that Comparative critical approach. Students analyze - Overcome rote - Foster deep historical
allows us to analyze the past to primary and secondary sources, develop teaching and thinking that allows
understand current social structures. historical hypotheses, and engage in debates promote deep students to question
The classroom is a space for criticism about interpretation. critical analysis. hegemonic narratives
and reflection where students begin to The historical method is used to analyze the and understand the
apply the historical method in a multiplicity of causes and effects in complexities
rigorous manner. historical events of history

Superior History as a social practice is approached Interdisciplinary and investigative approach. - Integration of - Training of historians
from a critical and interdisciplinary Students use the historical method to formulate multiple theories and social scientists
perspective, focusing on the original research, integrating critical theory, and approaches capable of carrying
deconstruction of historical narratives analysis of complex sources, and into a coherent out indepth analyzes
and the analysis of power relations. comparative studies. framework. and contributing to
The classroom as a laboratory for -The academic structure and critical reflection on academic knowledge.
advanced historical research the impact of history on contemporary society

are promoted.

Sources: Santacana, 2005; Diaz-Barriga Arceo and Hernédndez Rojas, 2006; Seixas and Morton, 2012; Carretero et al., 2013; Parada et al., 2021.

1 By integrating disciplines such as history, sociology,
anthropology, and political science, educators can offer a more
holistic view of social and historical phenomena.

2 Interdisciplinarity allows students to analyze events and
processes from different perspectives, integrating elements of
sociology, politics, economics and culture in the interpretation
of historical facts.

According to Becher and Trowler (2001), this interdisciplinarity
in teaching encourages a deeper understanding of the topics studied,
while promoting complex analytical skills in students. In the
historical-social analysis, three fundamental categories emerge as
pillars of interpretation: culture, power and social change. These
categories allow students to understand how social and political
structures are shaped over time, and how cultural ideas and beliefs
influence historical processes (Apple, 1997).

Culture is analyzed as a set of practices and representations that
not only reflect social reality, but also constitute it. In this sense,
cultural analysis in the classroom-laboratory includes the study of
texts, images and symbols that have been used to narrate history and
legitimize forms of power. Clifford Geertz (1983) have argued that
culture must be interpreted in terms of systems of meaning that
organize experience and guide human action.

Power, for its part, is a central category in the interpretation of
social and historical dynamics. Michel Foucault (1975) argues that
power is not simply a structure that is exercised from above, but is
distributed throughout social networks and manifests itself in
everyday relationships. In the classroom laboratory, students are
encouraged to examine how power relations have influenced the
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shaping of history and societies, and how those relations have been
resisted and transformed over time.

Finally, social change is another key category in historical-social
analysis. The processes of change and continuity allow students to
understand how societies evolve and how social movements,
revolutions, and scientific and technological advances have influenced
these processes. Charles Tilly (1978) and other social change theorists
have argued that social conflicts are a primary source of historical
transformation, and these conflicts are analyzed in the classroom-
laboratory through case studies and debates.

/7 Discussion, relevance, and
implications

This study highlights the urgent need to transform the teaching
of Social Sciences and History through the development of critical
thinking and the reconstruction of historical discourse. Traditionally
understood as a mechanism for social reproduction (Bourdieu and
Passeron, 1977), the school is re-signified here as a space for cultural
resistance (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 1983). In this regard, the notion of
the classroom as a socio-historical laboratory emerges not only as a
pedagogical metaphor but also as a transformative praxis that directly
challenges the power structures embedded in curricula and everyday
educational practices.

The theoretical evidence analyzed suggests that the teaching of
history must go beyond the mere transmission of canonical content
and focus on active inquiry processes, wherein students and teachers
collectively construct meaningful, contextualized, and politically
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situated knowledge (Apple, 1997; Wineburg, 2001). This approach
strengthens a critical citizenship capable of interpreting historical
phenomena from multiple perspectives, including those systematically
silenced by dominant narratives (Gramsci, 1975; Foucault, 1975).

However, this transformation is hindered by various structural,
cultural, and institutional factors. Curricular rigidity, pressure for
standardized results, lack of teacher training in critical approaches,
and limited resources in vulnerable contexts pose significant barriers.
Overcoming these challenges requires an educational policy
committed to social justice and a pedagogical approach that fosters
collaboration, historical empathy, and interdisciplinarity (Seixas, 20005
Becher and Trowler, 2001).

Moreover, interdisciplinary analysis—which integrates history,
sociology, anthropology, and political science—enhances the
interpretation of the past and strengthens students’ analytical capacities.
This approach promotes an understanding of history as a social practice
oriented toward questioning the relationships between culture, power,
and social change (Geertz, 1983; Foucault, 1975; Tilly, 1978), equipping
students with tools to critically interpret both the past and the present.

This study concludes that conceiving the classroom as a laboratory
for socio-historical analysis constitutes an indispensable pedagogical
strategy for the formation of critical, democratic individuals committed
to social transformation. By integrating critical historical thinking and
the sociology of education, it becomes possible not only to challenge
hegemonic narratives but also to revalue the historical experiences of
marginalized groups, fostering an inclusive and emancipatory pedagogy.

The incorporation of the historical method as an investigative
practice, from early schooling to higher education, enables the
development of fundamental skills such as source analysis,
understanding of historical change and continuity, and identification
of complex causalities. In this way, historical literacy is enhanced,
moving beyond mere memorization of facts to stimulate reflection
and informed social action.

Therefore, the contemporary challenge of teaching Social Sciences
is not merely methodological but deeply political. It requires
rethinking the role of teachers as agents of change, promoting
educational policies that support critical practices, and ensuring
material and formative conditions that allow all students access to an
education that does not reproduce inequalities but questions and
combats them. Ultimately, educating in and for history involves
contributing to the construction of a more just, pluralistic, and socially
aware society.
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