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CHOOSING A ROAD LESS TRAVELLED: PORTRAYALS OF SOCIAL STUDIES 

TEACHERS INTEGRATING INQUIRY-BASED INSTRUCTION 

 

Fahima Choudhry, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2019 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Rebecca K. Fox 

 

Inquiry-based instruction has a rich tradition in social studies education; scholars have 

long advocated for an inquiry-based classroom in which the student is actively and 

directly involved in the construction and testing of knowledge, with a reduced emphasis 

on the teacher as the keeper and transmitter of knowledge. Proponents of inquiry-based 

instruction argue that it should be a part of social studies education at all grade levels as it 

holds great promise in promoting problem solving, creativity, collaboration, and critical 

thinking in authentic learning environments. The overarching purpose of this multiple 

case study was to explore how three social studies teachers conceptualized and engaged 

their students in inquiry-based instruction. Factors influencing and supporting their use of 

inquiry-based instruction was also explored. Data collection included semi-structured 

interviews, observations, teaching materials, professional development materials, and 

newspaper clippings. Themes emerging from a thematic analysis indicated that teachers 

conceptualized inquiry-based instruction as (a) an empowering process which motivates 
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students to drive their own learning in real-world settings; (b) a learning process which 

stimulates students to “want to know more” by shifting wondering, questioning, and 

critical thinking to them; and (c) a real world decision-making/investigative process 

which helps students develop ownership of learning. Key findings were that (a) context 

matters: all three teachers carried out the inquiry process through employing different 

inquiry-based models or frameworks; teachers’ use of inquiry were supported by a school 

culture and context that provided autonomy and stimulus; and teachers molded their 

inquiry-based instruction around their students’ interests and the context in which they 

teach; (b) authentic inquiry - based instruction requires certain essential features; (c) 

teacher learning trajectory involves persistence and gradual learning by doing; and (d) 

future learning environments will seek to make learning more empowering. Implications 

and recommendations were: (a) empowering teachers with autonomy; (b) helping 

teachers internalize the concepts of authentic inquiry-based instruction; (c) immersing 

teachers in learning by doing (c) setting the stage for 21st century learning environments.
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Chapter One 

 

Introduction 

For well over six decades, there has been much attention on inquiry-based 

instructional practices in social studies that emphasize the central role of the learner as an 

active constructor of meaning rather than a passive recipient of knowledge. Inquiry has a 

long lineage in social studies with the term “inquiry mode of learning” first being coined 

in the 1960s as part of the New Social Studies movement (NSS), a period of intense 

curriculum reform that witnessed a shift in curriculum design requiring the learner to 

problem solve, search for answers, and look at multiple perspectives, thus transferring the 

ownership of learning from the teacher to the student (Bruner, 1960; Engle, 1960; Fenton, 

1967; Massialas & Cox, 1966; Oliver & Shaver, 1966; Taba, 1962).  

Inquiry mode of learning. Grounded in Dewey’s theory of reflective thinking 

(Dewey, 1910, 1933), the term “inquiry mode of learning” embodies the thinking process 

which takes a person from a forked-road situation or a perplexing problem (the pre-

reflective state) to a state of mastery, satisfaction or resolution (the post-reflective stage). 

In between the two states of mind, according to Dewey, are five phases of reflective 

thought (Dewey, 1910, 1933). Scholars in the 1960s expanded on Dewey’s theory of 

reflective thinking process and advocated for models of learning in the form of the entire 

act of problem-solving — from problem identification, data gathering, and data analysis 
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to data verification. Dewey never suggested that problems could be solved mechanically 

in exactly the consecutive steps that he proposed (Fenton, 1967), which resulted in 

differences of steps involved in the problem-solving process. In a large study conducted 

by Kaufman (1972), it was found that substantive differences also emerged among 

scholars on some general constituents of the inquiry mode of learning: the specific roles 

of teacher and student in the inquiry process; the nature of the subject matter to be 

inquired into; and the emotional milieu in which inquiry occurs, namely, cognitive 

objectives versus affective objectives. Thus, scholars (e.g., Jerome Bruner, Edwin 

Fenton) who conceptualized the inquiry mode of learning using the techniques of social 

science favored disciplinary structures. The goal of such scholars was to create junior 

historians, scientists, and economists who focused more on cognitive rather than affective 

objectives and believe that the teacher should propose the problems to be solved 

(Kaufman, 1972). Other scholars (e.g., Shirley Engle, Byron Massialas, Donald Oliver, 

James Shaver) conceptualized inquiry mode of learning as a decision-making process to 

promote social education, ushering in interdisciplinary content. Such scholars, who 

focused more on affective objectives, believed that the student should generate the 

problems to be solved, and the teacher should serve primarily as a resource (Kaufman, 

1972). As a result, Dewey’s theory of reflective thinking was conceptualized through two 

broad schools of thought: a social science approach and a social education approach 

(Thornton, 1994).  Supported by unprecedented funding by professional associations, 

curriculum centers, private foundations, and universities, the 1960s witnessed the 

creation of a significant number of inquiry models (Evans, 2010). 
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Dewey’s legacy. Through the flurry of projects, the inquiry mode of learning took 

on many names, such as the “scientific method,” “problem solving,” “learning by doing,” 

and “discovery learning.” However, Massialas and Zevin pointed out that “although 

various authors … have referred to inquiry by using such terms as problem solving, 

inductive method, creative thinking, scientific method, or conceptual learning, the 

essential elements of the process in many studies are those identified and elaborated on 

by Dewey” (1967, p. 1). In fact, on the subject of NSS projects, Edwin Fenton stated, 

“Dewey could easily have sired the majority of teaching strategies developed by the 

current social studies projects” (Fenton, 1967, p. 32). Building on Dewey’s notion of 

reflective thinking, many social studies inquiry models emerged in the 1960s that were 

among the most innovative and creative in decades.  

Exclusion of teachers. Despite the creativity and innovation that marked much of 

NSS movement of the 1960s, the widespread adoption of inquiry teaching models 

proposed by the projects failed to materialize, with only a handful of schools adopting the 

projects in a meaningful way (Helburn, 1997; Manfra, 2010). The NSS movement 

abruptly came to an end and faded away in the 1980s, which saw a reversion to passive 

transmission-based learning (Fenton, 1991; Massialas, 1992; Rossi, 1992). Although 

teachers were considered to be the principal aid in the teaching process (Bruner, 1960) 

and the pedagogical broker in the classroom (Manfra, 2010), teachers were largely 

excluded in the design of the curriculum reform. Lack of teacher efficacy in integrating 

new materials into classrooms and a lack of sense of ownership among teachers 

contributed to the inability of NSS to promote inquiry learning in social studies education 
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(Rossi, 1992). Moreover, teachers worked in learning environments which were very 

different from those of the authors of the NSS projects (Fenton, 1991). 

21st century learning environments. The last two decades witnessed significant 

shifts in technology and workplace dynamics toward the promotion of 21st century skills 

(Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2006).  As a result, learning environments have 

moved toward contributing to students’ independent learning and development of 21st 

century skills. Inquiry-based instruction has proven to be powerful in promoting the 21st 

century learning objectives (Chu, Reynolds, Tavares, Notari, & Lee, 2017; Kuhlthau, 

Caspari, & Maniotes, 2007). Proponents of inquiry have argued that it should be a part of 

social studies education at all grade levels (NCSS, 2013). Some 21st century skills, such 

as critical thinking and problem-solving skills, have been advocated for over a century, 

while others have been prioritized more recently, namely, digital literacies (Chu et al., 

2017; Maniotes, 2014) and self-regulation skills (Zimmerman, 2002). 

New models have been created since the 1990s, all of which share some of the 

common elements of the inquiry process, namely, students discovering knowledge and 

developing new understandings through a process of active construction of meaning. 

However, the general constituents of the inquiry mode of learning continue to witness 

changes as a result of the 21st century learning goals. 

Contemporary inquiry models. There are dozens of models embodying the 

inquiry mode of learning. Such models have emerged in the last two decades, out of the 

work of scholars (Kuhlthau, Caspari, & Maniotes, 2007; Brush & Saye, 2000, 2001; 

Stripling, 2010; Wynn, 2010, 2015) and organizations such as the Buck Institute of 
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Education (Mergendoller, Maxwell, & Bellisimo, 2006; Spires, Hervey, Morris, & 

Stelpflug, 2012) and the National Council of Social Studies (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017; 

NCSS, 2013). This paper will only focus on models which have been widely mentioned 

in the social studies literature, including the project-based model, the problem-based 

model, and the Inquiry Design Model. The term “inquiry-based instruction” as opposed 

to the “inquiry mode of learning” will be used to refer to models which emerged after the 

NSS movement. Such models continue to emphasize the knowledge creation steps that 

functions within the inquiry process. 

Project-based learning. Project-based learning has been defined as the use of an 

extended inquiry process to help students acquire necessary 21st century knowledge and 

skills (Markham, Larmer, & Ravitz, 2003). Since the NSS movement, the Buck Institute 

of Education has been at the forefront of developing the essential characteristics of this 

inquiry model. In their book Setting the Standard for Project Based Learning (Larmer, 

Mergendoller, & Boss, 2015), the authors referred to Dewey’s act of thinking as strongly 

influencing their own conceptualization of project-based learning. Drawing on Dewey’s 

work, they expanded the scope of the problem to include design challenges, abstract 

questions, societal issues, etc., which could be approached through an iterative method of 

thought and reflection. Furthermore, they stated that the teacher had a role in facilitating 

the planning, management, coaching, assessment, and reflection for students.  

Problem-based learning. A Deweyan argument that student motivation and 

interest is activated when students are offered real problems to work out (Zevin, 2010) 

has continued to define the contemporary problem-based models in social studies. 

https://shop.bie.org/setting-the-standard-for-project-based-learning-p10.aspx
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Students engage with real-world problems, identify gaps in their knowledge, conduct 

investigations, and apply their learning to construct and justify appropriate solutions 

(Mergendoller, Maxwell, & Bellisimo, 2006; Stepien & Pyke, 1997). Furthermore, 

problem-based learning requires students to cultivate metacognitive skills (Barrows, 

1985). 

The National Council of Social Studies. The leading organization in the field of 

social studies education, the National Council of Social Studies (NCSS), has published 

the College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework (NCSS, 2013) to centralize inquiry 

in social studies classrooms following four dimensions of an interconnected inquiry arc. 

The authors of the C3 Framework also conducted further research that resulted in a 

disciplinary inquiry model template, the Inquiry Design Model (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 

2017). Unique to the model is the open-ended template, a one-page representation of the 

questions, tasks, and sources that define a curricular inquiry. 

The Inquiry Design Model (IDM). This model is different from other models in 

that it provides a template that guides teachers in creating curriculum and instructional 

materials that take into account their knowledge and expertise. Pointing out that 

American classrooms have long been more about “fact-based maps” than “inquiry-driven 

journeys,” the authors referred to Dewey’s publications (1902, 1938b) in reinforcing the 

need for authentic problem or issue solving learning environments. The authors further 

stated that inquiry-based practice goes by many names – e.g., problem-based learning 

(Hmelo-Silver, Duncan, & Chinn, 2007), Historical Scene Investigations (Swan, Hofer, 

& Gallicchio, 2006), problem-based learning historical inquiry (Saye & Brush, 1999), 
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and the Amherst Project (Brown, 1996), but commonalities exist amongst these models, 

i.e. the role of the teacher shifts to that of a facilitator, and the students takes on greater 

responsibility for their learning, resulting in many benefits for students. 

Research evidence. Against the backdrop of the high-stakes assessments of the 

1990s and the 2001 NCLB legislation which promoted rote learning and worked against a 

culture of inquiry (Cuban, 2007), scholars engaged in studies providing rationale as to 

why inquiry-based instruction was beneficial for students. More specifically, these 

researchers found strong relationships between inquiry models and student achievement 

on standardized tests, as well as motivation and content knowledge (Hernandez-Ramos & 

De La Paz, 2009; Okolo & Ferretti, 1996; Summers & Dickinson, 2012). With the 

changing needs of 21st century learning environments, scholars also found strong 

evidence that the variety of inquiry-based models characterized by authenticity result in 

career readiness skills (Summers & Dickinson, 2012), digital literacy skills (Lee, 2010; 

Swan & Hofer, 2013; Saye & Brush, 2007), and promotion of self-regulation skills 

(Dippold, 2015). Despite growing research evidence and numerous inquiry-based models, 

this mode of learning has been slow to make its way into classrooms. 

Pedantic mode of learning. In many social studies classrooms where 

accountability policies are an inescapable part of the educational reality, pedantic 

instruction continues to dominate and curriculum continues to focus on the memorization 

of facts rather than inquiry (Grant, 2010; Levstik, 2008). While constructivist social 

studies ideas flourished throughout the past century and learning environments have 

moved towards contributing to students’ independent learning and development of 21st 



8 

 

century skills, teachers have been slow to integrate inquiry-based instruction (Grant, 

Swan & Lee, 2017).  

Myriad explanations for the persistence of traditional methods of teaching have 

been voiced, including time constraints (Pelligrino & Kilday, 2013); pressures of 

standardized testing (Fitchett & Heafner, 2010; Fitchett, Heafner, & Lambert, 2014; 

Grant, 2010); teacher experience (McDiarmid & Vinten-Johansen, 2000; Saye & Brush, 

2006); and teacher beliefs (Rogers, Cross, Gresalfi, Trauth-Nare, & Buck, 2011; 

Thornton 1991). Furthermore, Olson and Loucks-Horsley (2000) maintain that making 

the shift to learning environments driven by inquiry is a major challenge because it 

requires teachers to think and act in new ways, which takes the form of new skills, 

behaviors, instructional activities, and assessment procedures. In short, many of the 

factors contributing to traditional methods of teaching are reminiscent of the NSS 

movement’s failure to consider the central role that teacher beliefs and conceptions, 

teacher efficacy, and teacher ownership play in shaping social studies education 

(Thornton, 1991). 

Room for optimism. Despite this, there is room for optimism as efforts continue 

among educators to develop and sustain inquiry-based instruction. Inquiry-based models 

such as project-based learning and problem-based learning have been promoted (Larmer, 

Mergendoller, & Boss, 2015; Saye & Brush, 2006; Swan, Hofer, & Lacascio, 2008; 

Wynn, 2010, 2015); professional development efforts have been instituted to support 

teachers' development of knowledge of problem-based models (Brush & Saye, 2014; 

Callahan, Saye, & Brush, 2015, 2016; Wynn & Okie, 2017); and social studies methods 
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courses have centered on helping teachers develop big ideas and student-centered 

pedagogies (Doppen, 2007; Hyland & Noffke, 2005; Westhoff & Polman, 2008). 

Moreover, some cases of teachers enacting inquiry through the C3 inquiry framework or 

the Inquiry Design Model have been written (Long, 2017; Thacker, Lee, Fitchett, & 

Journell, 2018; Thacker & Friedman, 2017). 

 However, more work is needed that takes readers into the inquiry-rich and real 

world classrooms of social studies teachers (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017; Thacker & 

Friedman, 2017; Yeager & Davis, 2005). 

Background of the Study 

Inquiry-based instruction was an integral part of my teaching in private 

International Baccalaureate schools. The IB inquiry philosophy and framework drove my 

curriculum planning as a curriculum coordinator and teacher from 2006–2011. As a 

curriculum coordinator, I assisted in creating unit plans incorporating inquiry models as 

well as the tenets of inquiry-based instruction. My interest in this particular dissertation 

topic got sparked by an article I read at the outset of my doctoral program, “A Case Study 

in Curriculum Innovation: Whatever Happened to Inquiry?” (Weaver, Jantz, Farrell, & 

Cirrincione, 1985). The article shed light on the reasons for the decline in the use of 

inquiry by social studies teachers during the 1980s based on a large survey of teachers in 

US public schools.  The findings of this article prompted me to explore not only the 

literature on the integration of inquiry-based instruction in social studies, but also to 

investigate the landscape of social studies teaching within the current standardized testing 

climate in US public schools. 
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I received approval to conduct a pilot study in a social studies class at a public 

elementary school. My aim was to investigate the extent to which the teacher used 

inquiry methods to teach social studies in her classroom. The teacher had two groups of 

classes: a regular-paced class and an advanced academics class. I only observed the 

regular-paced class, and some of my findings were as follows: (a) In the regular-paced 

class, teaching/learning was didactic rather than inquiry-based, as the teacher’s belief was 

that the students in her regular-paced classrooms needed hand holding; (b) the teacher 

appeared to believe that the important role she had to fulfill was to ensure that students 

had learned the Standards of Learning (SOL) facts; and (c) the teacher appeared to 

believe that inquiry-based instruction should be limited to the advanced academics class. 

The findings from the pilot study not only reinforced the evidence that current 

teaching practices mainly focus on helping student memorize facts to pass high-stakes 

assessments, but it also revealed that certain teachers may be predisposed to believe that 

inquiry-based instruction is only appropriate for advanced students. This study made me 

even more determined to explore the recent literature base on inquiry-based instruction.  

As I explored the literature, I discovered the following trends: (a) there has been 

an increase in the frequency of research supporting the effectiveness of inquiry-based 

curricula since the mid-1990s; (b) there has been a proliferation of conceptual models 

within the banner of inquiry instruction: problem-based learning, project-based learning; 

and other models; (c) though the volume of research advocating for inquiry curricula has 

increased by leaps and bounds and the benefits of inquiry-based curricula seems clear, the 

transition towards integration of inquiry-based instruction is still slow; and (d) only a 
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small number of case studies from 2000 – present have highlighted how classroom 

teachers employ inquiry-based instruction. Based on a preliminary search, I identified 

gaps in the literature which will be discussed in more detail in the next section. 

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant for a number of reasons. Inquiry-based instruction has a 

rich tradition in social studies education: scholars have long advocated for an inquiry-

centered classroom in which the student is actively and directly involved in the 

construction and testing of knowledge, with a reduced emphasis on the teacher as the 

keeper and transmitter of knowledge (Manfra, 2010;  Zevin, 2010).  

The social studies inquiry tradition, thus far, has largely rested on Dewey’s theory 

of reflective thinking or “process of thinking.” Zevin (2010) pointed out that, despite the 

variety of labels or brand names, inquiry, if implemented with integrity, is still the same 

elixir of discovery wherein the quest or process is important. Over the years, however, 

scholars have taken various positions in conceptualizing this “quest” or “process of 

thinking.” With changing learning environments, differences continue to emerge among 

scholars on the type of steps involved, as well as the general learning goals or 

constituents. 

Existing literature provides sufficient knowledge of how scholars conceptualize 

inquiry-based instruction and sufficient evidence that inquiry-based instruction has 

powerful benefits for students. However, we have little knowledge to date of how 

teachers conceptualize and enact inquiry-based instruction. Grant, Swan, and Lee (2017) 

pointed out that the literature base advocating inquiry is huge, but only a small subsection 
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of the available literature examines what inquiry can or should look like within the walls 

of the classroom. They called for the need to investigate teachers’ positions in 

conceptualizing the “process of thinking,” or in other words, their views about the goals 

and purposes of inquiry and the processes through which they carry it out (Grant, Swan, 

& Lee, 2017).   

The need to investigate teachers’ conceptualization and enactment of inquiry-

based instruction is significant for the following reason: educators’ roles are evolving 

worldwide, as shared recognition grows for the need to include 21st century skills as 

learning objectives. Inquiry-based instruction has proven to be powerful in promoting 

these 21st century learning objectives (Kuhlthau et al., 2007). Teachers who do integrate 

inquiry-based instruction could serve as inspiration for frontline teachers striving to adopt 

practices that maximize teaching and learning specific to contemporary contexts. Authors 

have argued that the case-based research on such classroom examples has slowly 

emerged, but teachers seeking exemplars could find few until recently (Grant, Swan, & 

Lee, 2017).  

Moreover, there is scant research on teachers’ motivation for undertaking inquiry-

based instruction and the factors which support or enable them to engage their students in 

educational experiences that value inquiry over drill materials (Yeager, 2000). According 

to Thornton (1991), motivational factors stemming from teachers’ mental constructs or 

beliefs are often overlooked. In light of the evidence that classrooms have not seen a 

large shift in terms of commitment to inquiry over traditional pedagogical practices, the 

need to investigate teachers’ motivation for undertaking inquiry-based instruction and the 
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factors which contribute to the development of teachers’ competencies in enacting 

inquiry-based instruction is paramount. Teachers are the ultimate curricular gatekeepers 

(Thornton, 1991), the principal aids in the teaching process (Bruner, 1960), and the 

people best connected to the realities of their students (Klages, 2010). Case-based 

research could help to identify the supports teachers need to embrace and implement 

inquiry-based instruction. What professional development initiatives could contribute to 

the development of teachers’ competencies in enacting inquiry-based instruction? 

The significance of the aforementioned gaps sets the stage for my study. This 

multiple case study will address gaps in understanding of how social studies teachers 

conceptualize inquiry-based instruction, or, in other words, the processes by which they 

carry it out and their views about the goals, purposes and effectiveness of inquiry. It will 

also contribute to the knowledge base of factors which influence and support teachers’ 

integration of inquiry-based instruction at the local level. 

Summary 

The chapter briefly highlighted the historical roots of inquiry-based instruction. 

The inquiry process, coined as inquiry mode of learning, became the focal point for 

curriculum reforms during the NSS movement of the 1960s. Since the curriculum 

reforms, many models embodying the inquiry mode of learning have emerged out of the 

work of scholars and organizations. The chapter briefly discussed contemporary models 

such as project-based learning, problem-based learning, and the Inquiry Design Model. 

The chapter also introduced the background, the research area, and rationale for the 
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current study. Chapter 2 will present the theoretical framework, the literature review and 

identify the gaps in the literature. 
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Chapter Two 

The purpose of the previous chapter was to introduce the topic of inquiry-based 

instruction, provide a rationale for the current study, and present the research area and my 

interest in the topic to be investigated. Chapter 1 briefly highlighted the history and 

development of inquiry-based instruction based on the philosophical and theoretical 

underpinnings of John Dewey’s inquiry process. Since the 1960s, curriculum developers 

and scholars have advocated for models of learning that incorporated the entire inquiry 

process from problem identification, data gathering, and data analysis to data verification. 

Efforts to sustain inquiry-based instruction have continued into the 21st century. Models 

such as project-based learning, problem-based learning, and the Inquiry Design Model 

have emerged with a focus on equipping students for 21st century workplace readiness 

skills, in response to technological advances and shifting workplace demands.  

The purpose of this chapter is to first introduce a theoretical framework based on 

Dewey’s theory of inquiry. In general, a theory is, as defined by Kerlinger (1986), “a set 

of interrelated constructs (concepts), definitions, and propositions that present a 

systematic view of phenomena by specifying relations among variables with the purpose 

of explaining and predicting phenomena” (p. 9).  In the first section of the literature 

review, I will discuss the historical foundations of the inquiry mode of learning and how 

the key scholars and reformers of the NCSS movement conceptualized the inquiry mode 
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of learning in social studies. Factors explaining the reasons for the gradual decline of the 

NCSS movement during the 1980s will be briefly discussed. The second part of the 

literature review will explore the contemporary status of the inquiry mode of learning, 

popularly known as inquiry-based instruction, which is realized through models such as 

the project-based model, the problem-based model, and the Inquiry Design Model. The 

literature will also look into the research evidence supporting inquiry-based instruction, 

as well as the gaps in the available literature.  

Theoretical Framework 

A guiding theoretical framework will provide a useful account of the relevant 

features and practices that make an instructional model or conceptualization recognizable 

as inquiry-based instruction.   

Therefore, the overarching framework that guided the literature review is the 

constructivist theory of learning, or more specifically, the “theory of inquiry” as espoused 

by the work of educational philosopher John Dewey, whose concept of inquiry had the 

greatest influence on the inquiry-based movement of the 1960s and onwards (Aulls & 

Shore, 2008; Herman & Pinard, 2015). 

Dewey’s theory posits that learning occurs during the process of overcoming 

obstacles in reaching solutions or goals and that by pursuing problems, it is possible to 

activate motivation and effort (Taba, 1962).  Dewey conceptualized this process as a 

problem-solving method involving a pre-reflective phase characterized by an 

indeterminate situation; a reflective phase characterized by the definition of a problem, 
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observation, testing, generalization or prediction; and a post-reflective phase 

characterized by a resolution or determinate situation (Lyons, 2010). 

Though he started using the word “inquiry” increasingly in his later work, the 

concept appears in many of Dewey’s writings: How We Think (1910, 1933), Logic: The 

Theory of Inquiry (1938a), and Propositions, Warranted Assertability, and Truth (1941). 

His earlier writings focused on the act or process of thinking (1910), which he later 

expanded upon to provide a more elaborate explanation of the act of reflective thinking 

(1933) and ultimately distilled into the term “inquiry” (1938a, 1941). Reference to the 

term emerged when Dewey's work came under scrutiny from several of his 

contemporaries, most notably Bertrand Russell (Burke, 1994). Dewey (1941) clarified the 

term “inquiry” by explaining that “inquiry begins in an indeterminate situation,” that is, 

with a situation that is experienced by the learner as problematic or troublesome 

(Koschmann, 2001). He went on to describe inquiry as “the set of operations by which 

the situation is resolved (settled, or rendered determinate),” (p. 181) implying a process 

of problem-solving. 

Over the years, scholars and reformers have drawn upon Dewey’s inquiry process 

to realize their problem-solving instructional models under the banner of inquiry-based 

instruction. The idea of inquiry-based instruction, therefore, has evolved to be a broad 

concept within which many specific conceptualizations have been identified (Aulls & 

Shore, 2008; Blessinger & Carfora, 2015; Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017; Massialas & Zevin, 

1967). 
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However, all inquiry models discussed in this paper are related closely to each 

other and can be traced to Dewey’s initial conceptualization of inquiry as a process (Aulls 

& Shore, 2008). These models exhibit some uniformity in what needs to occur during 

inquiry instruction: the learner needs to be puzzled or perturbed to arouse curiosity 

(Dewey, 1910; Taba, 1962); the students’ prior knowledge and understanding must be 

invoked (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999; Bruner, 1973); and this understanding 

must result in a problem/hypothesis/issue/idea being identified (Bruner, 1961), leading to 

data collection and investigation (Dewey, 1933; Fenton, 1967), and culminating in a 

resolution/solution (Barrows, 1996; Maxwell, Bellisimo, & Mergendoller, 2001). 

In order to understand Dewey’s initial conceptualization of inquiry as a process, I 

will draw upon a number of interconnected strands from Dewey’s influential works from 

the early part of the 1900s: How We Think (1910, 1933), Logic: The Theory of Inquiry 

(1938a), and Propositions, Warranted Assertability, and Truth (1941). The next section 

will address the process of inquiry. 

The inquiry process. Herman and Pinard (2015) mentioned how the foundational 

elements of inquiry-based instruction were set in Dewey’s How We Think (1910, 1933), 

wherein he discussed how teachers can guide their students’ thought processes and 

reflection to affect positive learning outcomes.  Dewey wrote two versions of How We 

Think, one in 1910 and one in 1933, primarily for school teachers. Grant and Zeichner 

(1984) contend that much of what Dewey had to say was directed specifically at teachers 

and prospective teachers, and his remarks remain very relevant to today’s educators.  
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Cycle of reflective thinking. In these books, Dewey conceived of a cycle that 

encapsulates the thought processes of the student and posited that the object of classroom 

instruction should be to facilitate the experience of this cycle. Dewey referred to this 

cycle as “reflective thinking,” which he addressed in both of his books (Lyons, 2010). 

Dewey defined reflective thinking as “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any 

belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the 

further conclusions to which it tends” (Dewey, 1933, p. 118). Thus, Dewey’s theory of 

reflective thinking models the reflective experience as a problem-solving cycle of 

reflection and action applied to the situation of the inquirer. Furthermore, the inquirer is 

seen as a reflective agent rather than a mere spectator (Mohan & Lee, 2006). This 

underlines the importance of maintaining proper balance between the informal and the 

formal and the incidental and the intentional modes of education (Dewey, 1916, p.  9) in 

order to prevent the subject matter of the schools from being isolated from life 

experience.  

The cycle of reflective thinking laid out the inquiry process as involving a pre-

reflective phase: an indeterminate situation marked by perplexity; a reflective phase: 

definition of a problem, observation, testing, generalization or prediction; and a post- 

reflective phase: a determinate situation of clarity and harmony (Lyons, 2010). 

Pre-reflective phase. This phase sets up the problem to be solved. In his first How 

We Think book, Dewey (1910, p. 10) discussed sub-processes which are involved in 

every reflective operation. He said that every reflective operation starts with an 

indeterminate situation of perplexity or doubt. Perplexity forces us to carefully scrutinize 
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what is before us; to look for evidence that will support belief in favor of any of a set of 

alternatives. For Dewey (1910, p.11), “thinking begins in what may fairly enough be 

called a forked-road situation, a situation which is ambiguous, which presents a dilemma, 

which proposes alternatives.” Out of the perplexity, confusion, or doubt thus grows the 

question that the reflective phase must answer (Lyons, 2010).  

Reflective phase. The function of this phase is to answer the question from the 

pre-reflective phase, thus transforming a situation in which there is obscurity into a 

situation that is settled or clear. In Dewey’s second book of How We Think, he delineated 

this reflective phase into five steps:  

1. generating suggestions;  

2. intellectualizing the difficulty into a problem to be solved;  

3. creating a hypothesis to initiate and guide observation in collection of factual 

material;  

4. mentally elaborating on the idea;  

5. testing the hypothesis.  

The reflective phase can be interpreted as: definition of a problem, observation, 

testing, and generalization or prediction (Aulls & Shore, 2008).  In his later work 

(Dewey, 1938a, 1941), he further clarified the meaning of “inquiry” by walking the 

reader through the steps. The inquirer first “constitutes the conditions of the problem,” 

i.e. defines the problem with which further inquiry is engaged through “repeated acts of 

observation,” i.e. observation. “As the problem progressively assumes definite shape by 

means of repeated acts of observation,” i.e. testing, possible solutions suggest themselves 
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which lead to “constituting the subject matter of inferential propositions,” i.e. 

generalizations or predictions. 

Though the reflective thinking process is sometimes understood as a linear 

process, Dewey did not believe there was a strict order to the steps (Koschmann, 2001; 

Lyons, 2010). Moreover, Dewey did not mandate that all five steps in the reflective phase 

be involved in an act of problem-solving (Fenton, 1967).  

Post-reflective phase. Doubt is dispelled in the final phase. Dewey (1941) 

explained the resolution or solution phase as follows: “And so on until a determinate 

situation is instituted” (p. 181–182). 

In summary, the problem-solving method embodied by the cycle of reflective 

thinking or the inquiry process set the stage for the foundational elements of inquiry-

based instruction. 

Child-centered curriculum. In this section, I will briefly discuss how Dewey’s 

book The Child and the Curriculum (1902) had important implications for a student-

driven and real-world curriculum in decades that followed. In the book The Child and the 

Curriculum (1902), Dewey discussed his conception of a new educational method that 

was more learner-centered and more meaningful to the child learner because the child is 

the starting-point, the center, and the end (p.13). Dewey’s concern for the child’s interests 

highlighted the need for reform of the traditional approach to teaching, which focused 

mainly on presentation of the curriculum by the teacher, who was also charged with 

fostering “creativity,” “child interest” and “real world connections.” 
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Child interest and real-world connections. A major learning goal was to cultivate 

the child’s interest and real needs through Dewey’s notion of an “activity or experience 

curriculum.” Dewey (1938b) articulated that learning should be an experience and that 

material should be within the experience of the child. Taba (1962) discussed the activity 

or experience curriculum further, describing it as an attempt to root the child’s experience 

in solving problems that help him in meeting real needs or that connects with some active 

interest. In her book, Curriculum Development, Taba elaborated that, theoretically, the 

activity curriculum centers around student interests, encompasses in an integrated fashion 

content from any field, provides for a learning dynamic in a natural setting, and 

incorporates both the purposes for learning and the application of what is learned (1962, 

p. 401). Characteristics of Dewey’s “activity or experience” curriculum can be seen today 

in learning models which are situated in authentic, real world, and student-driven 

contexts, such as project-based and problem-based learning.  

In summary, through my theoretical framework, I attempted to demonstrate how 

Dewey’s theory of inquiry or act of reflective thinking acts as the foundational theoretical 

framework for the inquiry mode of learning which emerged during the New Social 

Studies era (Fenton, 1967) and sets the foundation for inquiry-based instruction as we 

know today. We continue to see conceptualizations which use the process of problem 

solving under various terms, including project-based learning, problem-based learning, 

the Inquiry Design Model, etc. Much is to be gained by understanding the different 

conceptualizations of inquiry-based instruction because of its varied manifestations in 

human goal-directed activity (Aulls & Shore, 2008).  
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In the next section, I will discuss how the inquiry mode of learning slowly 

emerged through the work of such scholars as Harold Rugg in the 1920s; Hilda Taba in 

the 1950s; and Jerome Bruner, Shirley Engle, Bryon Massialas, Edwin Fenton, Donald 

Oliver, and James Shaver in the 1960s. 

Historical Foundations of Inquiry 

The inquiry tradition, with its roots in constructivism, is not a recent paradigm 

shift. The notion that education has a constructive role to play in classrooms can be traced 

back to the early part of the twentieth century to John Dewey, who viewed learning as 

centering educational effort on a child’s creative imagination, freedom, independence and 

right to self-discovery (Dewey, 1902, 1933). Dewey's philosophy and his early writings 

concerning the inquiry process and child-centered curriculum set the stage for the 

development of inquiry-based instruction in social studies and other disciplines in the 

decades that followed. A variety of conceptualizations in inquiry-based learning in social 

studies have resulted from many scholarly efforts, some of which will be discussed in the 

context of how they supported and built upon Dewey’s writings. 

Harold Rugg. Similar to Dewey’s child-centered ideas, Harold Rugg, a 

curriculum specialist, wrote in the 1920s, that the dominant aim of the curriculum should 

not be to memorize historical content but to engage the child in problem-solving, giving 

continuous practice in facing alternatives and making choices (Nelson, 1978). In writing 

about the ways of developing such learning, he advocated for a new program which 

would focus on a multidisciplinary study of important social issues. “Not only the social 

sciences but English, the physical and biological sciences, even mathematics, would be 
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restructured under the broad umbrella of social studies” (Nelson, 1978, p. 122). Rugg 

worked alongside with his brother, Earle Rugg, in the 1920s, in the promotion of a 

scientific curriculum which would usher in an era of problem-based, multidisciplinary 

instruction in the social studies. Although teachers and administrators did not 

wholeheartedly adopt their curriculum in the early part of the twentieth century, their 

ideas marked a definitive break from the traditional social studies teaching practice. 

Hilda Taba. Another curriculum specialist who championed many of Dewey’s 

ideas was Hilda Taba. From the 1950s through the 1970s, she had considerable influence 

on inquiry-based social studies. As a former student of John Dewey, she built upon ideas 

first articulated by Dewey and later expanded curriculum theory to include her own 

techniques. Taba’s views on the thinking process resembled Dewey’s. She viewed 

learning as, in essence, an active process whereby a change takes place in the ways in 

which individuals perceive and give meaning to their environment (Fraenkel, 

McNaughton, Wallen, & Durkin, 1969).   

She continued to support Dewey’s concern for the child’s interests, curiosity, 

creativity, motivation, and individuality in the development of both her theory on 

curriculum development (Taba, 1962, 1967) and her Teaching Strategies program (Taba 

& Freeman, 1964). She fervently believed that the goal of curriculum making is to get 

below the surface and to discover those things that may “engage” the student, to enlarge 

these, and to connect them with what has to be learned (Taba, 1962).  

Her learning principles are reminiscent of Dewey’s child-centered curriculum: 
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• motivation: “learning is facilitated when an individual is motivated and 

interested in what is to be learned”; 

• individuality: “since every individual has a unique set of experiences, 

needs, and perceptions, a variety of responses to any given stimulus is 

possible. Therefore, provision for individual differences in learning is 

crucial”; 

• curiosity: “when a dissonant object or fact is inserted into any sequence of 

objects or facts, attention, curiosity, and interest often increase, thus 

affecting learning.” (Wallen, Durkin, Fraenkel, McNaughton, &, Sawin, 

1969, p. 83). 

Furthermore, it could not be assumed, she felt, that children enter school with vacant 

minds on which any subjects can be inscribed. Rather, children start school with some 

well-defined social learnings, and the program needs to be coordinated with these 

learnings to be effective; to correct the gaps and misinterpretations in some, to extend 

others, and to give coherence to all (Taba, 1962). 

Taba’s own techniques favored the “structure of the disciplines” as a means to 

organize and present the content to be taught. Jack Fraenkel, a colleague of Hilda Taba, 

has written extensively of the many projects he worked on with her. According to him, 

Taba loved using questions to develop students’ higher levels of thinking. For example, 

the history teacher could develop students’ higher levels of thinking in a systematic 

manner by making use of open-ended questions calling for explanations at the 

application, analysis and evaluative levels. Alternatively, the teacher could use questions 



26 

 

that prompted students to interpret data, to look for relationships, to seek out similarities 

and differences, to explain, to compare, to analyze, and to generalize (Fraenkel, 1994). 

Taba (1962) firmly believed that emphasis should be placed on developing a rational 

method for arriving at answers or solutions and multiple ways for analyzing and 

interpreting facts rather than expecting students to guess the right answer or recall what a 

book says on a given subject. 

In her short career span, she worked on creating educational curricula that 

facilitated the teaching of thinking by developing three major cognitive tasks – grasping 

concepts, making inferences, and applying generalizations– and continued to support 

Dewey’s active learning ideas. Despite many critics of the constructive movement who 

derided Dewey’s active learning ideas as “fantasy of the experience curriculum” (Taba, 

1962), an examination of the educational literature from the 1950s and 1960s reveals a 

chorus of voices advocating for an extension of the scope of active learning, among 

which the need for Dewey’s problem solving method of learning stands out. Like Taba, 

many of these voices questioned the desirability of accumulating vast amounts of factual 

information through passive learning, in light of the rapidity of change in society from 

the tremendous explosion of knowledge in the twentieth century. 

New Social Studies Movement: A Grand Era of Inquiry Modes of Learning 

 The emerging view that knowledge was the outgrowth of continuous inquiry and 

not mere regurgitation of facts and was therefore open to re-examination, renewal, and 

change, paved the way for an overhaul of the social studies curriculum in the early 1960s. 
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This overhaul came to be known as the New Social Studies (NSS) movement, which 

became synonymous with the term “inquiry mode or method of learning” (Stern, 2010). 

“Inquiry mode of learning” was coined in the 1960s to embody Dewey’s theory of 

reflective thinking, problem solving or inquiry process. The theory played a prominent 

role within the social studies research community and among policymakers who 

expanded on Dewey’s ideas of reflective thinking and problem solving to advocate for 

characteristics of learning in the form of the entire act of the problem-solving process: 

from problem identification, data gathering, and data analysis to data verification.  

Initially, the inquiry mode of learning used the techniques of social science as a result of 

the work of Harvard cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner.  

During the Endicott House Conference in June of 1962, the social studies research 

community further set the stage for Bruner’s guidelines by prompting the inclusion of 

more social science materials at all levels to engage students in the process of inquiry that 

would expose them to the uncertainty, speculation, and imagination that are part of 

scientific and historical investigation (Stern, 2010). Forty-seven scholars and teachers 

representing a broad spectrum of disciplines in the social sciences and humanities 

proposed that children be introduced to the inquiry methods and conceptual structure of 

the social sciences to help them develop problem solving and critical thinking skills. This 

resulted in the emergence of inquiry instructional methods in the 1960s, such as Edwin 

Fenton’s model, which placed emphasis on the structure of the disciplines and a process 

for inquiry using the techniques of social science. Initially, the Fenton method embedded 
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only “cognitive” goals but later expanded to include “affective goals” to reflect the critics 

of the social education scholars. 

As aforementioned, not all scholars favored “structure of the disciplines” as a 

means to hone the inquiry abilities of students. Thus, the NSS movement was divided 

into two broad schools of thought: the social science approach and the social education 

approach. Advocates of the social education approach (e.g., Shirley Engle, Byron 

Massialas, Donald Oliver, and James Shaver) argued for an interdisciplinary method 

where in the objectives of inquiry teaching should not only be given to "cognitive" goals 

but also to "affective" goals. Although they all anchored the inquiry method in terms of 

John Dewey's five phases of reflective thought (as described in How We Think), the 

substantive differences among the scholars were on three general constituents of the 

inquiry method: the specific roles of teacher and student in the inquiry process; the nature 

of the subject matter to be inquired into; and the emotional milieu in which "inquiry" 

occurs (Kaufman, 1972).  

Building from the first section on historical foundations of inquiry, the subsequent 

sections navigate the vibrant landscape of the inquiry mode of learning in the 1960s and 

identify the key aspects of inquiry learning as conceptualized by the scholars from two 

broad schools of thought: social science and social education. 

The Social Science Mode of Inquiry. In the early 1960s, the social studies 

projects which received significant federal and private financial support were largely 

discipline-centered and advocated for the social science mode of inquiry (Evans, 2010). 

Scholars who supported the social science mode of inquiry stressed that problems for 
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classroom inquiry should be limited to the "cognitive" domain, and that the emotional 

tone of the classroom, while worth considering, is not critical to the conduct of inquiry. 

They maintained that the teacher should propose the problems to be solved and structure 

the conduct of the inquiries (Kaufman, 1972). The initial impetus for this mode of inquiry 

came from Jerome Bruner, who believed that the method of discovery need not be limited 

to highly formalized subjects such as mathematics and physics, but can also be 

incorporated in social studies (Bruner, 1960).  

Bruner’s discovery learning. Two influential books by Bruner, The Process of 

Education (1960) and Toward a Theory of Instruction (1966), influenced the 

development of the inquiry mode of learning in social studies. Bruner’s guiding principle 

that each social science discipline can facilitate learning through its own method of 

inquiry and that curriculum can be taught to any student (Previte, 2010) led to an 

emphasis on cognitive goals. Such cognitive goals served as vehicles through which 

students could hone their problem-solving abilities – activities that echo those performed 

by junior historians, economists, sociologists, and scientists. Bruner viewed the process 

as “discovery learning,” and a term he popularized through his educational and 

developmental psychology contributions (Smith, 2002).  

In his book, The Process of Education (1960), Bruner discussed a teacher of 

social studies who had success with fourth graders through this inquiry-based learning. 

The teacher begins, for example, with the single fact: that the civilizations have most 

often begun in fertile river valleys. The students were then encouraged to determine 

through class discussion why this is the case, and why it may be less likely for a 
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civilization to start in mountainous country. The effect of this approach – essentially, the 

technique of discovery – is that the child generates information on his own, which he can 

then check or evaluate against reliable sources, thereby attaining more new information 

in the process (Bruner, 1960). 

Similar to the views of Dewey, Bruner argued that learning is an active process 

wherein the teacher should engage in active dialogue with students and guide them when 

necessary so that they are able to progressively build their own knowledge bases, rather 

than be “taught.” Moreover, sharing similar views with Taba on tapping into students’ 

prior learning experiences and knowledge, Bruner articulated that instruction must be 

delivered in a way that encourages students to construct new ideas or concepts based on 

current or past knowledge to enable them to move them beyond what is given (Bruner, 

1973).  In essence, Bruner’s views that “any subject can be taught effectively in some 

intellectually honest form to any child at any stage of development” (Bruner, 1960, p. 33) 

had sweeping effects on the NSS reform movement (Evans, 2010). 

However, it was Edwin Fenton (Professor at Carnegie Institute of Technology), 

whose name still circulates today in conjunction with inquiry learning (Beyer, 1994; 

Rossi, 1992). Similar to other scholars of that era, Fenton questioned the desirability of 

accumulating vast amounts of actual information, pointing out that no one set body of 

content is considered essential or conclusive in the inquiry tradition, but instead that 

emphasis should be placed upon organized concepts and generalizations. 

Fenton’s inquiry model. In his seminal book, The New Social Studies (1967), 

Fenton stated that the ability to use the mode of inquiry should prepare students to cope 



31 

 

with the explosion of knowledge by equipping them with a battery of inquiry skills to 

discover new knowledge for themselves and to incorporate into their frames of reference. 

Similar to Taba’s work and based upon the ideas of Bruner, the structure of the 

disciplines was emphasized in Fenton’s work. However, his work departed from Taba’s 

curriculum goals with its emphasis on a process of inquiry. In his early career, he viewed 

inquiry as a process by which students, social scientists, and historians interpret the past. 

He favored having students go through a process of inquiring that led to generalizations, 

as opposed to having someone else compile lists of generalizations for use by students. 

Fenton said, "Process is important. In the midst of a knowledge explosion, each of us 

must either know how to build new generalizations or be content to live in tomorrow's 

world with yesterday's knowledge" (Hebert & Murphy, 1968, p. 77). The mode of 

inquiry, which Fenton popularized for the social studies classroom was divided into six 

major steps: 

1. Recognizing a problem from data; 

2. Formulating hypotheses;  

3. Recognizing the logical implications of hypotheses; 

4. Gathering data;  

5. Analyzing, evaluating and interpreting data;  

6. Evaluating the hypothesis in light of the data.  

However, as Fenton’s career and research work progressed, he enlarged his 

conceptualization of inquiry to support both the social science and social education 

models. Fenton stated in his seminal book, The New Social Studies (1967), that 
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curriculum projects should strike a balance between inquiry skills (critical thinking or the 

use of a mode of inquiry), the development of attitudes and values, and the acquisition of 

knowledge. Consequently, Fenton (1971) expanded his curriculum to support three types 

of inquiry: analytical inquiry (begins with the identification of a problem and making 

valid hypotheses), valuing inquiry (helps students decide own values), and policy inquiry 

(problem solving of public issues). Fenton’s focus on values and policies in his later work 

was a response to the critics from the social education advocates who called for the 

teaching of values in matters concerning public policy and current issues within the realm 

of inquiry. Although the objective of developing problem-solving skills through exposure 

to theories, concepts, and tools of investigation of the disciplines was not undermined by 

social education scholars, they viewed student experiences and their points-of-view as 

useful sources. This will be discussed further in the next section. 

The Social Education Mode of Inquiry. A parallel movement was developing 

during the 1960s, one in which some scholars such as Shirley Engle (1960), Byron 

Massialas (1966), Donald Oliver, and James Shaver (1966) criticized the social science 

inquiry approaches as dealing poorly with value issues concerning current public policy 

and social topics. Their reform ideas represented efforts to highlight the social education 

mode of inquiry within the social studies curriculum (Thornton, 1994). This strand of 

thought has its roots in a long line of democratic philosophies of citizenship education 

(Barton & Levstik, 2004; Zevin, 2010).   

Often referred to as issues-centered curriculum, reformers from this school of 

thought argued that their curriculum provides intrinsic motivation based on students’ 
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interests; it is based on the process of reflective thinking, requiring the use of facts, skills, 

and values; it encourages students to look at real-world problems and issues; and it uses 

community resources and non-textbook materials (Evans & Saxe, 1996). 

Engle’s decision-making model. A scholar at the forefront of this movement was 

Shirley Engle, who articulated that the key goal of instruction was to foster citizens’ 

ability to make decisions on major issues confronting them. Thus, decision-making is at 

the heart of citizenship (Engle, 1971). According to Previte, one key characteristic that 

Engle addressed was individual values and beliefs which would be examined under the 

beacon of the reflective process espoused by Dewey. Ideally, by examining their beliefs 

and values, students would construct generalizations to explain various phenomena 

(Previte & Nelson, 1997). 

Working at Indiana University in the 1960s, he supported the process approach to 

inquiry to promote decision-making skills. Based on the outline by Levitt and Longstreet 

(1993) and Chilcoat and Ligon (2003), a brief description of Engle’s model (Engle & 

Ochoa-Becker, 1988) is as follows:  

• Phase1: Classroom Environment and Teacher Preparation; 

• Phase 2: Orientation to the Problem Area;   

• Phase 3: Preliminary Discussion (Identifying and Defining the Problem); 

• Phase 4: Discussion (Using Probing Questions, Identifying Value 

Assumptions, Identifying Alternatives and Predicting Consequences, 

Reaching and Justifying a Decision).  
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  In 1990, toward the end of his life, Shirley Engle believed that social studies 

taught in schools seldom assessed the ability of citizens to use information in thinking 

about pressing historical and public issues. Instead, the goal of social studies education 

was to reduce the text to memory, resisting the study of problems either within 

disciplines or related problems in society at large. He pointed out that students seem to 

see little relevance between what they are taught in social studies and the problems of the 

real-world they know or think they know about (Engle, 1990).   

Massialas reflective model. A graduate student of Shirley Engle, Massialas 

extended Engle’s social education perspective still further and asserted that an open 

classroom climate that encourages wide student participation and the expression of 

divergent points of view, utilizing the concepts and skills of the arts and sciences, is vital 

for teaching through inquiry (Massialas, 1969). Similar to the ideas of Dewey and Taba, 

he suggested that there is evidence to suggest that what the students see as a given 

problem is for the most part a function of their interest and creativity. A fervent advocate 

of interdisciplinary methods of instruction, he argued that “students do not label concepts 

and methods as historical or anthropological—they just proceed to finish the task at hand 

without any concern for associating it with any of the traditional disciplines” (Massialas 

& Zevin, 1967, pp. 259–260). 

Like Engle, he advocated for an active, constructive notion of citizenship 

education that would afford students the comfort to voice their positions, concerns, and 

queries that would lead to better decision-making. His model supported the following 

phases: (a) the orientation phase; (b) the hypothesis phase; (c) the definition phase; (d) 
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the exploration phase; (e) the evidencing phase; and (f) the generalization phase. 

Massialas further fleshed out the rationale for inquiry-based learning on the premise of 

citizenship education stating that inquiry in an educational context is generally the 

process of discovering, articulating, and testing important ideas and judgments about man 

and his environment (Massialas, 1969). 

Oliver and Shaver’s Public Issue Series. Another group of scholars who 

continued to advocate for giving students the opportunity to confront persistent problems 

found in society were Donald W. Oliver and James P. Shaver. Their problems approach 

was designed to encourage students to appreciate multiple perspectives and solutions, to 

evaluate historical understandings, and to compare and contrast past historical events 

with contemporary issues. Three approaches were emphasized to organize the issues, 

mainly the historical crisis approach, the problem-topic approach, and the specific 

problem topics approach. In their seminal book, Teaching Public Issues in High School 

(1966), they presented a conceptual framework for teaching the analysis of public issues 

in a pluralistic society such as the United States.  

In this framework, they recommended that contemporary societal issues should be 

the major criterion for selection of content and that secondary school students should be 

encouraged to apply their critical and evaluative skills to address those contemporary 

issues. This analytical framework was developed during a four-year study known as the 

Harvard Social Studies Project, which focused on the question of “whether it is possible 

to teach adolescent students to use an abstract conceptual model for analyzing and 

clarifying public controversy” (Oliver & Shaver, 1966, p. 257). Results from their study 
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found that the experimental group’s knowledge of content kept pace with that of a control 

group, and the effect on student interest was generally positive. As a result of this project, 

pamphlets known as “The Public Issue Series,” centering on political – ethical questions 

in history were developed (Oliver & Shaver, 1966). Some of the strategies they used to 

promote critical thinking were Socratic style discussions and debates. 

Jurisprudential Inquiry Model.  The Jurisprudential Teaching Approach was a 

problem-solving technique developed by Oliver and Shaver (1966) to help students 

develop the capacity for analyzing issues and engage in social dialogue. The approach 

was later modified into a problem-based model which involve students in a six-step value 

clarifying process exploring historical or contemporary social issues (Joyce & Weil, 

1980).  

In a nutshell, the social education reformers viewed the background, experience, 

and interests of students as critical to classroom learning. To that end, they believed that 

teachers should foster students’ own personal experiences to deal judiciously with 

important problems of society (Massialas, 1969). They gave importance to the role of the 

student, arguing that the curriculum should be student-centered to the extent that the 

students are given the opportunity to select ideas and problems and examine them 

carefully. This is something the “structuralists” or “social scientists” had not seriously 

considered as they advocated for the teacher to assign problems and topics. In terms of 

content, they argued for the need to develop a concept-centered curriculum incorporating 

the study and resolution of persistent social problems. Massialas, Sprague and Hurst 

(1975) stated, “It is concept centered to the extent that broad ideas or recurring problems 
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of mankind form the basic principle in selecting the relevant from the irrelevant data and 

materials. It is student-centered to the extent that they are given the opportunity to select 

ideas and problems and examine them carefully” (p. 261). In addition, affective goals 

such as “valuing” (Massialas, 1966) and “decision-making” (Engle, 1961) were 

emphasized in addition to cognitive goals such as critical thinking and evaluative skills 

(Oliver & Shaver, 1966).  

In the next section, I will present a major study by Betsy Kaufman (1972) which 

synthesized the conceptualization of inquiry amongst scholars during the NSS movement. 

Conceptualization of Inquiry during the 1960s: A Summary 

Using the theory of inquiry, several projects/investigations from both social 

science and social education perspectives sought to develop inquiry models in terms of 

John Dewey's five phases of reflective thought. In 1972, a major study by Betsy Baer 

Kaufman gave an overview of how fifty-two authors considered to be influential between 

1960 and 1970 defined and explained the “inquiry method” in terms of the associated 

steps and learning goals. Her goal was to identify, analyze, and compare the constituents 

of the inquiry method represented by the fifty-two authors to determine whether there 

were characteristics of the inquiry method about which they agreed or disagreed with one 

another. 

Each author’s conceptualization regarding the theory of inquiry was classified in 

terms of John Dewey's five phases of reflective thought (as described in How We Think). 

Kaufman (1972) conducted the study based on the frequency of the authors’ citations in 
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the literature pertaining to the inquiry method, as well as the responses to a questionnaire 

sent to the full-time faculty of New York University's School of Education.  

The results of the study indicated that, first, there was substantial agreement 

among major "inquiry" authors on the steps a learner must take in the inquiry process: 

1. perceive a general problem;  

2. reformulate the general problem into a specific problem that can be solved; 

3. consider alternative hypotheses; 

4. specify and refine one hypothesis to be tested;  

5. make observations to test the hypothesis.  

Second, there was general agreement that the objectives of inquiry methods of 

teaching are in the "affective" as well as the "cognitive" domain. At the same time, 

however, the objectives of inquiry teaching— specifically, whether priority is given to 

"affective" or "cognitive" goals— seemed to be a major source of disagreement. This 

drew out substantive differences among authors on three general constituents of the 

"inquiry method,” namely, the specific roles of teacher and student in the inquiry process; 

the nature of the subject matter to be inquired into; and the emotional milieu in which 

"inquiry" occurs.  

Thus, authors who stressed "affective" objectives generally believed that the 

student must generate the problems to be solved, and that the teacher should serve 

primarily as a resource person; that problems in the "affective" domain are as valid for 

classroom inquiry as problems in the "cognitive" domain; and that the emotional tone of 

the classroom is critical to the conduct of inquiry. Authors who stressed "cognitive" 
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objectives generally held that the teacher should propose the problems to be solved and 

structure the conduct of the inquiries; that problems for classroom inquiry should be 

limited to the "cognitive" domain; and that the emotional tone of the classroom, while 

worth considering, is not critical to the conduct of inquiry. 

Table 1 gives an overview of scholars’ conceptualizations of the inquiry mode of 

learning in the 1960s. 
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Table 1  

 

Scholars’ Conceptualizations of Inquiry in the 1960s 

 
Scholar Definition Inquiry Model Skills/Content 

Edwin Fenton Inquiry requires an 

active search, not a 

passive transfer of 

information. One must 

do inquiry, be engaged 

in the process, in the 

search. 

Scientific method 

problem solving 

process: 

1. Recognizing a 

problem from data 

2. Formulating 

hypotheses 

3. Recognizing the 

logical implications of 

hypotheses 

4. Gathering data 

5. Analyzing, evaluating 

and interpreting data 

6. Evaluating the 

hypothesis in light of the 

data 

 

 

Skills: 

• Analytical inquiry 

(problem 

identification, 

making valid 

hypotheses) 

• Valuing inquiry 

(help students 

decide own values) 

• Policy inquiry 

(problem solving of 

public issues) 

 

 

Shirley Engle Decision-making is at 

the heart of inquiry in 

social studies. Inquiry is 

the reflective process 

whereby students 

examine their beliefs 

and values to construct 

generalizations in order 

to explain various 

phenomena. 

Decision-making model: 

1. Identify a problem 

2. State a hypothesis  

3. Identify value 

assumptions 

4. Identify alternatives 

and consequences and 

justify the decision.   

Skills:  

• Decision-making, 

critical and 

analytical  

 

Content: 

• Authentic 

Byron Massialas Inquiry in an 

educational context is 

generally the process of 

discovering, articulating, 

and testing important 

ideas and judgments 

about man and his 

environments. 

Social Studies Inquiry 

Model 

1. Orientation phase 

2. Hypotheses phase 

3. Definition phase 

4. Exploration phase 

5. Evidencing phase 

6. Generalization phase 

 

Skills:  

• Decision-making 

• Reflective thinking 

 

Content:   

• Authentic 

Donald Oliver & 

James Shaver 

By giving them tools for 

analyzing and debating 

social issues, the inquiry 

approach helps students 

participate in the 

redefinition of social 

values. 

 

Jurisprudential Inquiry 

Model 

Skills:  

• Argumentative 

• Discourse 

 

Content:   

• Authentic 
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All perspectives have continued to influence social studies curriculum development, even 

after the NSS movement started to wane in late 1970s and 1980s. 

Lessons Learned from the NSS Movement 

The New Social Studies movement, characterized by both social science and 

social education curricular perspectives (Thornton, 2008), started to wane in late 1970s 

and 1980s, in favor of a reversion to transmission-based learning. Schools were resistant 

to embrace the sweeping changes that marked the 1960s, and the evidence suggests that 

high school teachers did not embrace these methods, but rather stuck with the pedantic 

mode of teaching (Cuban, 1991). Moreover, there were few college education professors 

training pre-service teachers to use the inquiry method in their classrooms (Lord, 1969). 

Many of the key scholars of the 1960s who were involved in the NSS movement 

have reflected on the possible reasons for its failure. Fenton (1991) argued that the 

materials were written in relatively sophisticated language at a reading level that many 

students had not attained and that the typical elementary and secondary school teachers 

were excluded from the curriculum design. Massialas (1992) reflected further and stated 

that the curriculum could not be related to the daily-encountered personal and social 

problems of the student. Consequently, instruction became irrelevant to the problems, 

tasks, and decisions that citizens face in their daily lives.  

Although the movement waned, many of the ideas of the reformers of the 1960s 

continued to impact learning and instruction in the social studies field (Massialas, 1992; 

Newmann, 1990a). In the early 1990s, Fred Newmann, Director of the National Center 

on Effective Secondary Schools at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, continued on 
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the tradition of the inquiry mode of learning. His work linked the philosophical models of 

inquiry defined by Jerome Bruner and Hilda Taba to classroom behaviors responsible for 

high student achievement in American history. In a personal interview in 2013, 

Newmann stated, “I would never support any kind of an education system that would 

violate the standards of inquiry and critical thinking that we are talking about…” 

(Jorgensen, 2017, p. 178).  

Newmann’s learning goals focused on five standards: higher order thinking, depth 

of knowledge, connectedness to the world beyond, substantive conversation, and social 

support for student achievement. In Newmann’s original framework, classroom inquiry 

activities served as vehicles through which students could hone their higher order 

thinking skills. His studies broadened in scope to include investigations into the qualities 

of thoughtful social studies classes (Newmann, 1990b) and capture the relationship 

between authentic intellectual work and student achievement. 

King, Newmann, and Carmichael (2009) defined authentic intellectual work as 

entailing disciplined inquiry into the details of a particular problem, resulting in a product 

or presentation that has meaning or value beyond success in school. This quest to 

promote meaning or value beyond success in school has taken on a more prominent role 

with shifts in contemporary learning environments, as will be discussed in the next 

section. 

Inquiry-based Instruction in Contemporary Social Studies Classrooms 

Today, inquiry-based instruction continues to be conceptualized as a wide variety 

of instructional models in the education field. Authors Grant, Swan, and Lee (2017) 
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stated that inquiry-based practice goes by many names – e.g., problem-based learning – 

and it has been incorporated in a range of models including Historical Scene 

Investigations (Swan et al., 2008) and Problem-Based Historical Inquiry (Saye & Brush, 

2005). Other authors (Herman & Pinard, 2015) have contended that John Dewey’s 

inspirational book for teachers, How We Think, has influenced the foundational elements 

of inquiry-based learning. The authors claimed that, “Were Dewey to visit contemporary 

P-12 and higher education settings today, he would find himself awash in inquiry-based 

jargon: problem- and place-based learning, authentic learning, discovery learning” (p. 

44). 

Contemporary inquiry-based models continue to divide knowledge creation into 

phases, much like Dewey (1910, 1933) envisioned in the early part of the twentieth 

century through his discourse on the inquiry process: (a) the inquiry models generally 

start with an initial stimulus that piques interest, i.e., the pre-reflective stage; (b) the 

inquiry models generally adhere to constructive investigative steps in gathering and 

analyzing information toward the driving question/essential question (project-based 

learning and IDM), or a complex, messy problem (problem-based learning), i.e., the 

reflective stage; (c) the inquiry models generally result in a resolution or multiple 

solutions with some kind of presentation, essay, debate or action, i.e., the post-reflective 

stage. 

However, the constituents of the process continue to differ according to the views 

of the educators on the role of the student, the role of the teacher, the content to be 

delivered, and the cognitive and affective goals to be promoted within contemporary 
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learning environments. For the purposes of this paper, I will look into inquiry-based 

models which have been widely reported in the social studies literature in the last two 

decades and which have also made reference to the inquiry process. In the next section, I 

will explore what changes have taken place in the contemporary learning environments 

which influence the constituents of the inquiry process. 

Contemporary learning environments. Technological advancements, changing 

workplace dynamics, shifting views on the capabilities of students, and increased focus 

on authentic content have been some of the forces driving contemporary learning 

environments. 

Workplace readiness skills. Preparing students for life after K-12 schooling to 

meet the demands of the 21st century (workplace readiness skills), has been at the 

forefront of discussions amongst educators, policymakers, and researchers. As a result, 

views on how learning environments should be structured in terms of the teacher role, the 

student role, the content, and the promotion of cognitive and affective goals have also 

shifted. Companies believe workplace readiness skills are increasingly important, 

specifically the following: communication, creativity, critical thinking/problem solving, 

leadership, professionalism, and teamwork/collaboration (Larmer, 2016; Partnership for 

21st Century Skills, 2010). Increasingly in social studies education, the literature 

addresses ways in which elementary and secondary teachers can promote workplace 

readiness skills through inquiry-based instruction (Dippold, 2015; Summers & 

Dickinson, 2012). 
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Technology. Technology allows educators to connect with more resources outside 

of the classroom, meaning that acquisition of primary source materials is easier today 

than ever (Lee, 2002). Research on the application of technology to learning and 

instruction has led to a growing interest in incorporating technology as a cognitive tool, 

thereby driving the knowledge construction process and helping learners to become 

aware of that process (Thomas, 2000). The National Council for the Social Studies has 

also articulated that the multimedia age requires new skills for accessing, analyzing, 

evaluating, creating, and distributing messages within a digital, global, and democratic 

society (NCSS, 2009). Increasingly in social studies education, the literature addresses 

ways in which elementary and secondary teachers use technology to facilitate instruction 

(Hernandez-Ramos & De La Paz, 2009; Lee, 2002; Lee, Doolittle, & Hicks, 2006; Saye 

& Brush, 2006). For example, gamification is a technological approach that has been 

used to offer motivational support and opportunities for quality learning in inquiry-based 

contexts. Hwang, Chiu, and Chen (2015) investigated a game-based learning approach to 

improving student performance in social studies in an inquiry-based learning 

environment. 

Authentic content. In addition to increased access to technological resources, 

there is substantial evidence that educators are increasingly placing greater value on 

addressing contemporary problems and issues. As a result, content has become authentic 

and real-world. Moreover, within the history and citizenship education fields, educators 

have continued to stress the need to employ pedagogical devices that guide students to 

gain the decision-making skills required for effective deliberative and democratic 



46 

 

participation in addressing contemporary problems and issues (Wynn, 2010; Saye & 

Brush, 2006). 

Shifting views on students. Most curriculum materials developed during the 

1960s were tailored for high school students and academically advanced or gifted 

students. Over the last two decades, there is substantial evidence suggesting that 

educators believe elementary age students are just as able to engage effectively in 

authentic historical inquiry (Levstik & Barton, 2005; VanSledright, 2002) and benefit 

from project-based learning (Halvorsen et al., 2012); and all students, including students 

with learning disabilities or other learning difficulties, can effectively learn from inquiry-

based instructional models (Okolo & Ferretti, 1996).  

In the following sections, I will discuss the various models of inquiry which have 

emerged with shifts in learning environments. Such models continue to embody the 

overall process of inquiry. I will also discuss the research supporting the effectiveness of 

each of the following models: project-based inquiry, problem-based inquiry, and the 

Inquiry Design Model. 

Project-based inquiry models. Project-based inquiry is not a new phenomenon. 

The roots of project-based inquiry instruction have been traced back to John Dewey and 

William Kilpatrick (Aulls & Shore, 2008; Beckett & Miller, 2006; Blumenfeld et al., 

1991). Their ideas on the project approach were part of the educational discourse of the 

1930s as a means to foster student-centered, personally engaging learning experiences 

(Aulls & Shore, 2008). However, Dewey (1931) criticized the many so-called projects as 

lacking rigor and inquiry. Some authors (Aulls & Shore, 2008) have pointed out that what 
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Dewey envisioned was a practical activity, embodied as a project, which, over a lengthy 

period of time, would transform a problematic situation, social or scientific, into one that 

was more clearly articulated, unified, coherent, and comprehensible (p. 171).  

Buck Institute of Education. The principles and tenets of Dewey’s ideas on 

projects has influenced contemporary scholars who view project-based learning as the 

use of an extended inquiry process to help students acquire the necessary knowledge and 

skills (Markham et al., 2003). The Buck Institute of Education has been at the forefront of 

helping educators understand and integrate the key characteristics of project-based 

learning. They created their own project-based learning framework and developed 

instructional materials to help schools in implementing it. This framework has been 

adopted by social studies teachers. As it is the most prominent framework in the social 

studies literature, I refer solely to their model in this paper. 

The broad scope of the model allows students to not only engage in solving 

complex and authentic problems, but also allows them to solve issues, ideas, or design 

challenges which could culminate in a project, action, performance, or presentation 

(Markham et al., 2003). Such models also run for an extended period of time (from a 

week to a semester). 

Dewey and Kilpatrick’s influence. In their book Setting the Standard for Project 

Based Learning (Larmer, Mergendoller, & Boss, 2015), the authors stated that Dewey’s 

act of thinking – an iterative process whereby students encounter a conceptual or 

practical challenge, plan, investigate and reflect upon their solutions – strongly 

influenced their own conceptualization of project-based learning. Drawing on Dewey’s 

https://shop.bie.org/setting-the-standard-for-project-based-learning-p10.aspx
https://shop.bie.org/setting-the-standard-for-project-based-learning-p10.aspx
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work, they expanded the scope of the problem to include design challenges, abstract 

questions, societal issues, etc., which could be approached through an iterative method of 

thought and reflection.  

In a blog by John Larmer, editor in chief at the Buck Institute for Education 

(2015), he explained that “The term ‘project learning’ derives from the work of John 

Dewey and dates back to William Kilpatrick, who first used the term in 1918.” Larmer 

further stated, “Problem-, challenge- and design-based are basically modern versions of 

the same concept and each of these three, along with project-based learning, falls under 

the general category of inquiry-based learning.” He wrapped up his views on problem-

based and project-based learning by asserting, “So the semantics aren't worth worrying 

about. The two PBLs are really two sides of the same coin. What type of PBL you decide 

to call your extended learning experience just depends on how you frame it” (Larmer, 

2015). 

Inquiry process. There are several other project-based approaches in the social 

studies literature. However, the Buck Institute model has been at the forefront of 

modeling the phases for educators (Thomas, Mergendoller, & Michaelson, 1999). For the 

purpose of this paper, I will explore the PBL inquiry process advocated by Buck Institute, 

which is divided into seven phases from pre-reflective, to reflective, to post-reflective 

(Dewey, 1910, 1933). Typically, the first step, i.e., the pre-reflective phase, involves an 

entry event or need to know which lends itself to asking a driving question and helping to 

organize and focus activities around an issue, problem or challenge (Markham, Larmer, 

& Ravitz, 2003). Using the driving question as a guide, students investigate, synthesize 
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information, evaluate, and revise (the reflective phase) and finally work to create a 

product, publish, or present to demonstrate their understanding and findings (post-

reflective phase).  

Constituents of inquiry process. The authors from the Buck Institute stated that 

the teacher has a role in facilitating planning, management, coaching, assessment, and 

reflection for students. The instructor sometimes takes the role of a facilitator or cognitive 

coach who does frequent check-ins and provides goal setting and achievement strategies 

(Dippold, 2015; Gallagher, 1997; Thomas, 2000; Torp & Sage, 2002). Students are 

encouraged to take ownership of their learning, be metacognitively aware (Gijselaers, 

1996), and become self-directed learners (Barrows, 1996). That is, students must learn to 

be conscious of what information they already know about the problem/issue/challenge, 

what information they need to know to solve, and the strategies to use to solve the 

problem/issue/challenge. In terms of skills, project-based learning promotes 21st century 

skills and workplace readiness skills in authentic and real-world learning environments. 

Incorporating technology as a cognitive tool is becoming increasingly important in 

driving the knowledge construction process within project-based learning (Thomas, 

2000). 

Empirical research. In this section, I will explore the empirical research of 

project-based learning in social studies education. The Buck Institute recently published a 

research report (Kingston, 2018) which provided an overview of research studies that 

show a correlation between project-based learning and student achievement in social 

studies (Halvorsen et al., 2012; Hernandez-Ramos & De La Paz, 2009; Mergendoller et 
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al., 2006; Summers & Dickinson, 2012). Some of these studies were situated in high 

poverty and low performing schools, demonstrating the promising effects of PBL on 

student achievement (Halvorsen et al., 2012; Summers & Dickinson, 2012). However, the 

author called for more rigorous studies on the effects of PBL, citing a lack of 

experimental studies and varying fidelity of PBL in the research literature. 

Despite the lack of research, several studies help shed light on additional aspects 

of PjBL, such as how PjBL promotes college and career preparedness (Summers & 

Dickinson, 2012), student engagement (Hernandez-Ramos & De La Paz, 2009), and 

student motivation (Okolo & Ferretti,1996). For example, Summers and Dickinson 

(2012) compared student achievement and college and career preparedness in a project-

based instruction (PBI) high school versus a traditional instruction high school within the 

same rural school district. The study found that in PBI high school social studies, students 

outperformed peers who learned from a traditional curriculum in both social studies 

achievement and college and career preparedness. The PBI high school had the highest 

social studies pass rates for all students (99%), as well as for African American (97%), 

Hispanic (99%), and “socioeconomically disadvantaged” (98%) subgroups in 2010.While 

the study was very promising, it did not provide a description of the PBL curriculum in 

social studies or define college and career preparedness standards (Kingston, 2018).  

A study by Hernandez-Ramos and De La Paz (2009) considered eighth grade 

students’ social studies instruction and considered whether technology-assisted project-

based learning can be effective in increasing engagement in addition to content 

knowledge. The intervention group participated in a project-based approach, creating 
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multimedia mini-documentaries in a six-week history unit on early 19th century U.S. 

history, while the comparison group participated in more traditional methods of 

instruction in the same content. Both groups were administered pre- and post-tests of 

content knowledge and pre- and post-assessments of their attitude and engagement. The 

findings showed that the intervention group not only demonstrated higher content 

knowledge, but also reported much higher engagement in learning history than students 

in the comparison group. The researchers also articulated that the students in the 

intervention group were better able to apply historical reasoning and content knowledge 

(Hernandez-Ramos & De La Paz, 2009). The same authors voiced their concerns that the 

driving question was determined or driven by state standards and was not authentically 

created by students. There was also concern that, to maximize the potential of this 

process, students should have had more input into the methods of presentation, such as 

the type of software used. Hernandez-Ramos and De La Paz (2009) also discussed a few 

limitations or concerns to consider as technology-assisted PjBL is used as a teaching 

method. The final conclusions of the study were positive regarding the effectiveness of 

technology- based PjBL teaching as it impacts content knowledge and attitudes about 

learning social studies in general. 

Some studies have explored the effect of PjBL on specific subgroups of students, 

such as students with learning disabilities (Okolo & Ferretti,1996) and elementary age 

students. In this study, 21 fifth grade students with learning disabilities participated in 

project-based curricula intended to help students learn the events of the American 

Revolution. Although the researchers hypothesized that students would learn little about 
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the war given their learning struggles, students far exceeded the researchers’ 

expectations. Okolo and Ferretti (1996) developed two instruments for their study. One 

was intended to measure motivation of students’ learning about the Revolutionary War, 

and the other was used to measure students’ content knowledge of the war. The authors 

noted that students significantly improved their knowledge of the American Revolution 

and reported higher motivation for learning the content. Okolo and Ferretti concluded 

that their project-based approach provided an effective and motivating method through 

which students can acquire pertinent social studies content.        

Although benefits have been noted for many groups of students, including 

students with learning disabilities or other learning difficulties, some educators 

have argued that the PjBL approach presents challenges for students having to 

manage and create a project from a driving question with no “right” answer 

(Darling-Hammond, Barron, Pearson, Schoenfeld, Stage, Zimmerman, Cervetti, 

& Tilson, 2008). A recent study (Dippold, 2015) sought to address this concern 

by studying the impact of a teacher acting as a metacognitive coach and 

explicitly teaching self-regulation strategies to his students (Zimmerman, 2002). 

The study used a quasi-experimental mixed method examining how infusing self-

regulation learning processes into a middle school project-based learning unit 

impacted student motivation and achievement. The study adopted the PjBL 

framework of the Buck Institute (Markham et al., 2003). ANCOVA results 

showed self-efficacy learning scores were statistically significant for the 
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treatment group compared to the comparison group, and project artifact t-test 

results had modest gains for the treatment group but were not significant. 

Lack of case studies in PjBL. Few case studies have been found that explore 

teachers’ implementation of project-based learning in social studies. A study exploring 

in-service teachers’ definitions of project-based learning (PjBL) and their accounts of the 

meaning of their PjBL implementations revealed that the teachers varied in their use of 

PjBL over the continuum of the learning process but were similar in focusing on student-

centered approaches when using PjBL (Tamim & Grant, 2013).  

Problem-based inquiry models. Problem solving, a fundamental element of the 

inquiry mode of learning, is not a new phenomenon in the social studies field. As 

discussed in earlier sections, the inquiry process with a content focus on disciplinary 

structures (Bruner, 1961) had been heralded by social science scholars and later by social 

education scholars for much of the 1960s. However, the term problem-based learning 

became popular through the medical field in the 1980s. Early on, its effectiveness in 

facilitating student problem-solving and self-directed learning skills was widely reported 

in medical education (Barrows & Tamblyn, 1980). However, as research continued, 

scholars employed this model in other areas, such as science education (Gordon, Rogers, 

Comfort, Gavula, & Mcgee, 2001). Starting around the 1990s, many scholars in K-12 

science education saw PBL as a natural fit for gifted students (Gallagher, Stepien, & 

Rosenthal, 1992; Stepien, Gallagher, & Workman, 1993).  Consequently, Stepien and 

Pyke (1997) developed a popular model which progressed in phases: (a) problem 
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engagement; (b) inquiry and investigation; (c) problem definition; (d) problem resolution; 

and (e) problem debriefing.   

Disciplinary inquiry. The 1990s witnessed several scholars within the social 

studies field promoting problem-based learning approaches through the old tradition of 

disciplinary or historical inquiry. Such scholars developed models which involved 

students, acting as mini-historians, going through a problem-solving process to form and 

test hypotheses about past events by analyzing historical evidence. 

The goal to create mini-historians and mini-economists through disciplinary 

inquiry has continued to influence scholars (Barton & Levstik, 2004; Mergendoller et al., 

2006; Swan et al., 2008; VanSledright, 2004; Wineburg, 2001). On the other hand, the 

goals of social education scholars who argue that problem-based instruction should focus 

on social issues and decision-making skills has continued in the work of  Parker, Mueller, 

and Wendling (1989), who stated that problem/issue-based instruction is best in preparing 

citizens to make decisions collectively for the public good, and more recently in the 

scholarly work of Saye and Brush (2006) and Wynn (Wynn, 2010, 2015). 

In the 1990s, efforts continued to support inquiry-based instruction in history. 

Levstik and Barton defined inquiry in social studies as the purposeful act of seeking 

information or knowledge, investigating important questions, and building knowledge. 

They further stated, 

Teaching history as facts leaves students unprepared to move beyond the story as 

presented. Including inquiry methods and fostering critical thinking allows them 

to move beyond the story to see multiple perspectives – thereby understanding 
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multiple perspectives in their own lives and in current issues, helping them to 

better participate in the democratic process. (Levstik & Barton, 2001. p. 192) 

Levstik and Barton attempted to engage elementary students in historical inquiry, arguing 

that elementary students have to learn what it is to ask and answer historical questions as 

the first step in learning what an authentic application of historical knowledge looks like 

(2001, p. 14). Other scholars (Barton, 1997; Vansledright, 2002) concurred on this point 

but have posited further that children are quite capable of sophisticated reasoning when 

appropriately supported through the analysis of historical evidence. VanSledright 

engaged fifth grade American history students in a diverse urban elementary school that 

included several English language learners in investigating historical problems, 

explaining to them that they were going to be historical detectives. 

Other efforts to introduce historical problems include introducing document-based 

questions to K-12 classrooms. Document-Based Questions (DBQs) have been considered 

by some to be mini-inquiry models (Nokes, 2014). A DBQ is an essay question about a 

particular topic in history which requires the student to create an argument and utilize the 

provided primary and secondary source documents to support their argument. Created in 

the 1970s by the College Board and initially used by college history professors in their 

teaching (Rothschild, 1999), DBQs have been increasingly adopted by K-12 history 

classrooms. However, scholars such as Barton and Levstik (2004) have asserted that the 

DBQ does not qualify as an activity for inquiry-based instruction. They argued that the 

DBQ only incorporates one aspect of inquiry: primary source analysis.  
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Historical Scene Investigation (HSI) model. An effort to include all aspects of 

inquiry is seen through the work of Swan, Hofer, and Gallicchio (2006), who created a 

problem-based model called Historical Scene Investigation (HSI). HSI engages students 

in solving an authentic historical mystery using web-based historical documents. The 

goal of this inquiry-based research process is to help students gain insights into particular 

historical issues while deepening their problem-solving and information literacy skills. 

HSI inquiry process. The HSI model follows the following four steps: Becoming 

a Detective, Investigating the Evidence, Searching for Clues, and Cracking the Case. In 

the first step, “Becoming a Detective,” students are introduced to a problem in the form 

of a historical scene under investigation within the context of a historical situation that 

captures their interests. Students are then presented with a task to help guide the exercise 

and eventually crack the case. After familiarizing themselves with the task at hand, 

students move to the “Investigating the Evidence” section of the exercise. Students are 

provided hyperlinks to a number of essential, digital primary sources that help them begin 

to piece together a historical narrative, research multiple renderings of an historical 

account, and assess the credibility of the evidence. Finally, in “Cracking the Case,” 

students present their answer to the original question accompanied by a rationale rooted 

in the evidence. The goal of the HSI inquiry-based research process was to help students 

gain insights into particular historical issues while deepening their problem-solving and 

multimedia skills (Swan, Hofer, & Gallicchio, 2006). 

Problem-based historical inquiry model. Other authors (e.g., Saye & Brush, 

2006) have also promoted problem-solving and multimedia skills through a problem-
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based historical inquiry model (PBHI). However, according to Saye and Brush (2004), 

PBHI differs from other historical inquiry models in that the motivating purpose for 

inquiry is not making meaning from historical artifacts, but rather making decisions about 

enduring societal problems as they occur in particular historical periods. Their objectives 

echoed the sentiments of the social education scholars who promoted decision-making 

skills on social issues (Engle, 1960; Massialas, 1964; Oliver & Shaver, 1966).  

Constituents of the inquiry process. PBHI is structured around student-centered 

inquiry activities within a multimedia-supported learning environment. PBHI promotes 

affective goals, such as greater engagement with a historical problem, acquisition of 

historical empathy, and recognition of competing perspectives regarding an historical 

problem. Some critics have argued that student-centered approaches like PBHI present 

challenges for both teachers and students to complete more inquiry-oriented tasks 

(Hannafin, Hill, & Land, 1997). Addressing these concerns, the model requires teachers 

to provide hard and soft scaffolds for supporting student inquiry about ill-structured 

problems: 

For instance, soft scaffolds are dynamic, situation-specific aid provided by a 

teacher or peer to help with the learning process. Such scaffolding requires 

teachers to continuously diagnose the understandings of learners and provide 

timely support based on student responses. Hard scaffolds are static supports that 

can be anticipated and planned in advance based upon typical student difficulties 

with a task. These support structures can be embedded within multimedia and 
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hypermedia software to provide students with support while they are using the 

software. (Brush & Saye, 2002, p. 2) 

Wynn problem-based instructional model. Wynn is another scholar who has 

contextualized historical problems to current issues or as they manifest in particular 

historical periods through a problem-based instructional model (Wynn, 2010, 2015; 

Wynn et al., 2014, 2016). However, this model “expands the lens of problem-solving 

allowing instructors to guide their students from formal (analytical/absolutist) thinking 

toward the practice and development of postformal (relativistic/dialectical) thinking 

skills” (Wynn, Mosholder, & Larsen, 2016). The model has adopted the principles and 

guidelines of The Association of American Colleges and Universities, aligning to areas of 

21st century knowledge and skills, including the development of problem-solving skills 

through problem-centered work on significant issues relevant to their interests and goals. 

Wynn Inquiry Process. In Step 1, Introduction of the Problem, the primary focus 

is to pique student interest (create a need to know more), establish “stakeholdership,” and 

explicitly portray the problem/issue as multidimensional with multiple truths. Step 2, 

Initiation of PBL Events: Argumentation and Student Inquiry, includes a decision-

based/argumentation structure in which students generate arguments and work to 

recognize conflicts and contradictions among competing positions. In Step 3, Problem 

Solution, students generate solutions/decisions, deliberate to select the most appropriate 

one, compare it to the actual historical decision(s) or outcome(s), and evaluate 

consequences. Step 3 ends with a guided reflection on the types of thinking strategies 
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utilized by students, and the successes or failures of each through the use of a 

metacognitive reflection questionnaire (Wynn, et al., 2016, p. 4-5).  

Constituents of the inquiry process. In this model, teachers guide students to 

practice postformal skills during PBL activities in order to help them develop and sustain 

advanced thinking skills. Teachers also help students to recognize and reflect upon the 

postformal skills they have practiced in order to internalize those skills for future use. In 

addition to problem-solving skills, the model promotes advanced thinking skills such as 

postformal thinking skills and dialectical thinking skills. The model focuses on content 

that connects the past to the present by applying contextualized historical problems to 

current issues. 

Empirical research. In this section, I will explore the empirical research on the 

problem-based learning methods. Starting around the 1990s, many scholars in K-12 

science education saw PBL as a natural fit for gifted students, and many studies were 

conducted in this area as a result (Gallagher et al., 1992; Horak & Galluzzo, 2017; 

Stepien et al., 1993). Results from studies on gifted students were promising; they 

demonstrated greater gains in achievement and content knowledge and fostered students’ 

development of appropriate problem-solving processes and skills. Other studies showed 

that learning via PBL resulted in high science achievement and performance skill 

acquisition with mainstream students (Sungar, Tekkaya, & Geban, 2006), and significant 

improvement in students’ comprehension and application of knowledge over an extended 

time (Wong & Day, 2009). As research continued, further studies were conducted with 

at-risk elementary populations. One such study on two 4th grade classrooms (Drake & 



60 

 

Long, 2009) focused on the use of PBL in science instruction. The results indicated that 

PBL instruction resulted in significant content attainment (more so than traditional 

instruction) and content retainment (equal to traditional instruction) for the at-risk 

elementary students. 

The research of Saye and Brush (2006, 2007) has focused mostly on how 

multimedia or technology-enhanced learning environments with PBHI can benefit 

students if expertly guided by a teacher. Their other research has looked into multiple 

ways in which social studies teachers implement problem-based inquiry, as well as the 

continuing challenges to such ways of teaching (Thacker & Friedman, 2017). 

Most of the inquiry-based models discussed in my literature review thus far 

have been developed by scholars at universities or organizations. They are packaged 

with valuable tools and strategies for teachers to utilize in their classrooms. One 

model which encourages teachers to draw on their own teaching experience, teaching 

context, and the needs of their students is the inquiry-based model (IDM). The authors 

(Grant, Swan, Lee, 2017) believed that teachers should be able to mold their inquiry-

based instruction around their particular students’ interests and the context in which 

they teach. 

Inquiry Design Model. This model is anchored in the College, Career, and 

Civic Life (C3) Framework published by the National Council for the Social Studies 

to centralize inquiry in social studies classrooms (NCSS, 2013). It provides a template 

or blueprint as an instructional guide to teachers threading through four dimensions or 

steps in the inquiry process (Grant, Swan, and Lee, 2017). 
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Questions, tasks, and sources are foundational elements of this model. 

According to the authors, inquiry-based teaching focuses on questions which 

should connect to a significant and enduring idea, event, or condition. Also 

central to this model are tasks which allow students to be active and engage with 

the questions. The authors referred to Dewey’s (1916) views that students should 

be active within an inquiry: “Only by wrestling with the conditions of the 

problem at first hand, seeking and finding his own way out, does he think” (p. 

33). The authors believed that sources help to initiate and spark inquiry, sustain 

inquiry, and help to supply evidence needed to support arguments at the 

conclusion. 

Inquiry process. This instructional tool, called the Inquiry Design Model 

(IDM), provides teachers with a template to construct their own lesson plans or units. 

The inquiry process begins in Dimension 1 with student- and teacher-generated 

compelling questions that take into consideration the interests of students as well as 

curriculum standards. Teachers are encouraged to stage the question through activities 

that introduce students to the compelling question in ways to generate curiosity in the 

topic. Students and teachers also scaffold smaller scale questions. In Dimension 2, 

students answer the compelling and supporting questions through disciplinary sources 

and tasks.  They evaluate evidence and make claims in Dimension 3. The inquiry 

process culminates in Dimension 4, wherein students either construct an argument 

(essay, drawing, etc.) that addresses the compelling question using relevant evidence 
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from sources or take an informed action so that they can civically engage with the 

content. 

Constituents of the inquiry process. The authors stated that teachers should 

facilitate the work of their students by creating an environment in which the 

responsibility for learning shifts to students. Students should engage with ideas, 

constructing knowledge as they put their ideas together. The model widens the scope 

of content to include facts, concepts, and generalizations that cross disciplinary 

boundaries. The authors asserted that students need to see multiple perspectives in 

exploring real-world questions and contexts. Furthermore, the scope of skills has 

widened to include not only historical thinking skills such as contextualization and 

corroboration (Wineburg, 2001) and other 21st century skills, but also technological 

(Lee, 2011; Swan & Hofer, 2013).  

Empirical research. Many studies have been conducted on the NCSS College, 

Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework (Heafner, Zimmerman, Triplett, & Journell, 

2016; Knapp & Hopkins, 2018; Long, 2017; Marston & Handler, 2016). On the other 

hand, fewer empirical studies have been conducted on the new Inquiry Design Model 

(IDM). Thacker and Friedman (2017) conducted an exploratory qualitative study to 

describe an inquiry-based instruction project in a large urban school district. The study 

examined participants’ experiences with the IDM on their (a) development of inquiry-

based instructional modules and (b) implementation of inquiry instruction in their 

classrooms. Results showed that it was challenging and worthwhile for teachers to design 
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and implement inquiry-based instruction with the aid of the IDM template. Participants 

voiced the need for support in integrating inquiry-based instruction. 

A later study by Thacker, Lee, Fitchett, and Journell (2018a) explored secondary 

social studies teachers’ experiences planning and implementing inquiry using the Inquiry 

Design Model. They concluded that teachers’ approaches to planning and implementing 

inquiries using the IDM varied with individual context and personal pedagogical stances. 

They further asserted that there is no one-size-fits-all inquiry, even when teachers used 

the same support tool. The creators of the IDM model further stated that “inquiries 

require one’s expertise and individual craft to fully come to life” (p. 112).   

In sum, the case-based research on problem-based models and project-based 

learning is limited for social studies classrooms, especially at the elementary level. 

Voicing concerns that most studies in elementary education focus on inquiry-based 

lessons designed by researchers and not by teachers, Thacker and Friedman (2017) 

pointed out that more research is needed showing how elementary teachers design and 

implement inquiry lessons on their own. Such assertions, along with the gaps in the 

literature that set the foundation for my study, will be discussed in the next section. 

Still a Road Less Travelled 

The section brings some realities and opportunities to the forefront. The legacy of 

Dewey continues as we near 2020, as scholars still refer to Dewey’s influence on inquiry-

based instruction (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017). Through the literature review, I have 

identified a wide range of conceptual understandings of what it means to engage students 

in inquiry-based instruction and knowledge creation, starting from the models of the 
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1960s to contemporary models such as project-based models, problem-based models, and 

the Inquiry Design Model. Despite what are often subtle differences (e.g., the number of 

steps or components associated with the model, the scope of learning, etc), all inquiry 

models exhibit some uniformity in what needs to occur during the inquiry process. Other 

essential and common features of the inquiry – based learning environment include 

starting the unit with a driving/compelling question or big idea and promoting the 

metacognitive role of students in the learning process with the teacher acting as a guide 

or mentor. 

Much is to be gained from understanding the different ways that inquiry 

instruction can be conceptualized because of its varied manifestations in human goal-

directed activity, i.e., when perspectives differ on what learning goals should be 

promoted, i.e., the constituents of the inquiry process (Aulls & Shore, 2008). For 

example, preparing students for life after K-12 schooling to meet the demands of the 21st 

century (workplace readiness skills), has influenced how learning environments should 

be structured in terms of the teacher role, the student role, the content, and the promotion 

of cognitive and affective goals. As a result, educators have promoted 21st century skills 

such as communication, creativity, critical thinking/problem solving, and 

teamwork/collaboration (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2010). Increasingly in social 

studies, the literature addresses ways in which elementary and secondary educators foster 

21st century skills through project-based or problem-based learning (Dippold, 2015; 

Summers & Dickinson, 2012). 
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In addition, some models have gone further than the 21st century skills and 

addressed technological or digital skills (Saye & Brush, 2004; Swan, Hofer, & 

Gallicchio, 2006). All models promote higher order thinking skills to varying degrees. 

Wynn’s model (Wynn, 2010, 2015) promotes additional skills such as postformal 

(relativistic/dialectical) thinking skills (Wynn, Mosholder, & Larsen, 2016), while others 

focus more on affective goals such as acquisition of historical empathy (Saye & Brush, 

2004). All models advocate for the teacher to play the role of the facilitator while the 

student takes a more active role in knowledge creation. However, several models have 

specifically addressed scaffolding or metacognitive reflections for students (Saye & 

Brush, 2004; Wynn, 2010, 2015). 

In summary, many of the models we have seen so far have been 

conceptualized by scholars, pointing to the lack of case studies on how classroom 

teachers conceptualize and employ inquiry-based instruction (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 

2017; Thacker & Friedman, 2017). Such case studies of teachers would help us see 

that inquiry can take many different forms in “real-world” classrooms (Grant, Swan, 

& Lee, 2017), further confirming that there is no one-size-fits-all inquiry process 

(Thacker & Friedman, 2017). The Inquiry Design Model has been one attempt to 

depart from prescribing a set of steps or modules by providing an inquiry template or 

blueprint to teachers believing that teachers should be able to mold their inquiry-based 

instruction around their particular conceptualizations, their students’ interests, and the 

context in which they teach.   
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Grant, Swan, and Lee (2017) further echoed the need to explore teachers’ 

positions in conceptualizing the “process of thinking,” in other words, their “views about 

the goals and purposes of inquiry and the processes by which they carry it out.” Thacker 

and Friedman (2017) agreed, pointing out that more research needs to be done regarding 

teachers who design and implement inquiry lessons on their own, especially in 

elementary classrooms. Since the literature base covering teachers who implement 

reform-based initiatives such as inquiry-based instruction under “real-world” conditions 

is still small (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017; Thacker & Friedman, 2017; Yeager & Davis, 

2005), this is an area in need of much more empirical research and attention. 

Secondly, there is scant research on teachers’ motivation for undertaking inquiry-

based instruction (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017). For example, what are the factors that 

influence and support teachers to embrace a more complex form of instruction? 

According to Thornton (1991), motivational factors stemming from teachers’ mental 

constructs or beliefs are often overlooked. He further addressed concerns that the NSS 

movement did not consider the central role teachers’ beliefs, conceptions, and 

dispositions play in reshaping social studies education. The work of Saye and Brush 

(2006) further indicates that fundamental changes in teaching practice are influenced by 

teacher beliefs, dispositions, and pedagogical visions about teaching and learning. 

  In light of the evidence that a significant shift has not taken place in classrooms 

in terms of commitment to inquiry over traditional pedagogical practices, exploring 

teachers’ motivations for undertaking inquiry-based instruction (Grant, Swan & Lee, 

2017) as well as the factors which support or enable them to engage their students in 
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educational experiences that value inquiry over drill materials (Yeager 2000) are areas 

also in need of much more empirical research and attention. 

Thirdly, the literature advocating for inquiry-based instruction is growing with a 

strong base demonstrating that inquiry-based instruction has positive effects on 

achievement, motivation, and content knowledge. However, my aforementioned pilot 

study and other studies have pointed to the reality that some teachers may still believe 

that inquiry should be restricted to academically gifted students. There is also evidence 

suggesting that teachers feel that extended inquiry models such as project-based learning 

and problem-based learning give too much free rein to students in deciding what, how, 

when, and why they learn things (Alfieri, Brooks, Aldrich, & Tenenbaum, 2011). Such 

beliefs have an impact on how teachers view the roles students play, as well as their own 

roles, in the classroom. Consequently, there is a need to study not only how teachers 

conceptualize inquiry-based instruction and their motivations for undertaking such an 

approach, but also what they believe is the effectiveness of such instruction on their 

students. Currently, there are few cases of teachers enacting inquiry that explore their 

beliefs about the effectiveness of such instruction. 

In conclusion, the long history of advocating for inquiry is matched by the short 

list of cases of inquiry in practice within the walls of a classroom (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 

2017). The available cases are useful because they have demonstrated that enacting 

inquiry-based instruction is possible in all teaching contexts. More importantly, 

“extended vignettes of real teachers attempting constructivist instruction are promising 
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tools for helping teachers develop mental models of constructivism in practice” 

(Windschitl, 2002, p. 162).  

The significance of the aforementioned gaps in the available body of research set 

the stage for my study. To that end, this multiple case study is crucial, as it addresses 

gaps in understanding how social studies teachers who are proponents of inquiry 

conceptualize the “process of thinking,” in other words, their “views about the goals and 

purposes of inquiry and the processes by which they carry it out” while contributing to 

the knowledge base of factors which contribute to teachers’ use of inquiry-based 

instruction. Furthermore, it highlights teachers’ beliefs about the effectiveness of such 

instruction on students. It also contributes to the knowledge base of social studies 

teachers enacting inquiry curricula at the local level, as well as the instructional and 

curricular decision-making that happens in their classrooms.  

Summary 

The chapter started with discussing the theoretical framework based on Dewey’s 

theory of inquiry, followed by the literature review. In the first section of the literature 

review, the literature looked into the historical foundations of inquiry-based instruction in 

depth.  The second part of the literature review explored the contemporary status of 

inquiry and reviewed the recent empirical studies supporting inquiry-based instruction. 

The review led to identifying the gaps in the available literature on how social studies 

teachers in real-world classrooms conceptualize the goals and purposes of inquiry and the 

processes by which they carry it out. Moreover, the literature review indicated that few 

studies have explored the knowledge base of factors which contribute to teachers’ use of 
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inquiry-based instruction. Chapter 3 will present and explain the methodology in greater 

detail. 
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Chapter Three 

 

The overarching purpose of this study was to explore how three teachers 

conceptualized and engaged their students in inquiry-based instruction and to address 

calls for case-based studies regarding teachers’ conduct of inquiry-based instruction in 

their classroom contexts (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017; Thacker & Friedman, 2017; 

Windschitl, 2002). Inquiry-based instruction is an active pursuit of meaning involving 

thought processes that change experience to knowledge (Suchman, 1968). It came to 

fruition as an instructional method in the 1960s following the reflective thinking 

discourse of John Dewey and included such principles as value education, scientific and 

critical thinking, and creativity (Zevin, 2010). Inquiry-based instruction has proven to be 

powerful in promoting 21st century learning objectives (Harada & Courtney, 2014; 

Kuhlthau et al., 2007). 

In this study, I ascertained teachers’ conceptualization and integration of inquiry-

based instruction by looking at the processes by which they carry it out, their goals and 

the purposes, and their beliefs about its effectiveness for their students. In addition, I 

also explored the factors which influenced and supported their use of inquiry-based 

instruction. This study addressed the following research questions: 

1a. How do social studies teachers conceptualize and engage their students in 

inquiry-based instruction? 
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1b. What do the teachers believe about the effectiveness of inquiry-

based instruction for their students? 

2. What factors influenced and supported the teachers in their use of inquiry-

based instruction? 

I selected a qualitative approach as most appropriate for my investigation. 

Qualitative research involves an interpretive and naturalistic approach to its subject 

matter (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) which contributes to investigating how things work and 

the processes involved (Patton, 2015). This aligned with my purpose of attempting to 

understand how teachers carry out the inquiry process, as well as their views on the goals 

and purposes for their students within the naturalistic setting of the social studies 

classroom. Essential characteristics of qualitative principles that were important to my 

study included openness to multiple perspectives (Charmaz, 2004), a situated and 

contextual understanding of the phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to 

them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), and emergent data collection and analysis (Saldaña, 

2015). 

The conceptual framework of constructivism was the foundation for my research 

design and the driving force for the data collection and analysis techniques in my 

methods section. In this chapter, I discuss the design of the study, provide an introduction 

to the participants, and articulate my methods of collection and analysis. Finally, I discuss 

the criteria for judging the credibility of the findings. Trustworthiness is a salient feature 

of the qualitative research paradigm, posing the question, “Can the findings be trusted?” 

Criteria such as credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability as defined 



72 

 

by Lincoln and Guba serve to support “trustworthiness” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 24; 

Korstjens & Mose, 2018; Merriam, 2009). I begin with the conceptual framework for my 

methodology. 

Conceptual Framework 

In this study, I used an interpretivist/socio-constructivist approach to research. 

Interpretivist/socio-constructivist approaches to research have the intention of listening 

carefully to what participants say or do in their life settings as these meanings are shaped 

by the historical and cultural setting of the participants (Creswell, 2003). “The goal of 

research, then is to rely as much as possible on the participants’ views of the situation 

being studied” (Creswell, 2003, p. 8) and, at the same time, recognize how my own 

background and experiences influence my interpretation. By grounding my study in such 

a paradigm, I was able to adopt an approach of thinking qualitatively through (a) 

naturalistic inquiry by observing and interviewing my participants in their classrooms and 

schools (Patton, 2015); (b) an emergent design and understanding through an open-ended 

approach to observations in which I expected and sought out multiple perspectives; and 

(c) an iterative process of data collection and analysis (Saldaña, 2015).  

Eichelberger (1989) described the methodological work of the constructivist 

researcher as follows: “They want to know what meaning people attribute to 

activities...and how that relate[s] to their behavior.” I wanted to better understand what 

meaning teachers attribute to inquiry-based instruction within an interpretive and 

naturalistic research paradigm. This paradigm served as a crucial foundation for 

conducting my research in terms of data collection. I made use of qualitative methods 
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such as interviews, observations, and teaching materials, which are the predominant 

methods of data collection in this paradigm.  

Interviews, classroom observations, and teaching materials helped to understand 

the teachers’ operational definitions in terms of the process by which they carry out 

inquiry-based instruction and the learning goals they have in terms of the student role, the 

teacher role, and the other aspects of the learning environment. Observations allowed me 

to look at the individual classroom and the authentic activities that occur within the 

classroom. Keys and Bryan (2001) stated that “…a socio-constructivist lens can be 

applied to research on inquiry-based instruction by examining how teachers implement 

inquiry within the cultural context of their local situations, and how tools, language and 

social organizations are used by teachers” (p. 633). In eliciting information from 

interviews, I viewed the participants’ life experiences and surroundings influencing their 

understanding and beliefs of inquiry-based instruction. I also looked at how they were 

given information concerning the implementation of inquiry, where they received their 

professional development, and what kind of training they had received. The goal was to 

deconstruct inquiry from the perspectives of teachers as they interact with the social and 

organizational forces of the contexts in which they teach.  

Design of the Study 

I employed Stake’s (2005) concept of instrumental case study which is when a 

particular case study is examined mainly to provide insight or illuminate a particular 

issue. In this study, the issue explored was how inquiry-based instruction is 

conceptualized and integrated in classrooms by three exemplar social studies teachers. 
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Stake indicated that, “the case plays a supportive role, and it facilitates our understanding 

of something else. The case still is looked at in depth, its contexts scrutinized and its 

ordinary activities detailed, but all because this helps us pursue the external interest” (p. 

445). He further stated, “a number of cases may be studied jointly in order to investigate 

a phenomenon, population, or general condition” (p. 445). He called this multiple case 

study or collective case study. It is instrumental case study extended to several cases. 

“They may be similar or dissimilar, with redundancy and variety each important” (p. 

446). Readers examining instrumental case studies are shown how the phenomenon exists 

within particular cases.  

A case study design was selected for this study for a number of reasons. The first 

reason is that case study research requires that data be collected from multiple sources in 

order to present a rich description of the phenomenon under investigation. In order to 

present a rich picture of current instructional practices in social studies, I collected data 

over time and from multiple sources including semi structured interviews with teachers 

and observations of teachers’ instructional lessons in social studies. The second reason 

for the selection of case study design is that this design allowed me to investigate the 

complex phenomenon that is inquiry-based instruction in social studies; there are many 

variables involved in understanding that pedagogy. The process of implementing inquiry-

based instruction is best understood through a thorough, descriptive study of what 

occurred as these three teachers attempted to enact this method.  

A case is defined by Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) as the “primary unit of 

analysis” within a qualitative case study (p. 26). They went on to explain that a case can 
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be defined in multiple ways, including an examination of single individuals or of a group. 

By treating the teachers as individual cases within a multiple-case design, I reinforced 

that each participant comes with unique context, professional experience, and 

pedagogical beliefs. I wanted to be able to understand how each individual teacher – in 

consideration of each of these unique factors – understood inquiry-based instruction in 

comparison to each of the other participants in the study. 

Therefore, by selecting this design, a multiple-case study of three teachers as 

opposed to single-case study of the entire group, each teacher served as an individual 

case of analysis, providing the opportunity to “analyze within each setting and across 

settings” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 550). Stake (1995) saw case study as a qualitative 

research design which follows a more exploratory research method of data collection in 

which you gather information about the nature of the case, its historical background, and 

other contexts that affect the case. Stake argued that it is almost impossible to get 

acquainted with the case before designing the study, so the researcher must create a 

flexible list of questions that leaves room to progressively redefine issues and seize 

opportunities to learn the unexpected (Stake, 1995, pp. 28-29). 

Recruitment of Participants 

Qualitative studies usually have small samples of people, nested in their context 

and studied in-depth (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The samples tend to be purposive rather 

than random because the explanatory logic and power behind purposeful selection of 

informants is that the sample should be information rich (Patton, 1980).  
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I approached sampling of these cases through Maxwell’s (2013) recommendation 

of purposeful sampling, whereby participants are selected deliberately to provide 

information that is particularly relevant to the questions. A purposeful sampling strategy 

was used because it “is based on the assumption that one wants to discover, understand, 

and gain insight; therefore one needs to select a sample from which one can learn the 

most” (Patton, 1980, p. 120). 

I used specific criteria to purposefully select my participants: (a) the participant 

was an advocate of inquiry-based instruction; (b) the participant was an experienced 

teacher with at least five years of teaching experience; and (c) the participant was 

teaching in a public school setting. 

The defined boundaries for the cases were determined by the minimum numbers 

of years of experience in teaching, a public school setting where standards are embedded, 

and the participants’ willingness to make a commitment in terms of their availability and 

time. My objective was to have a representation of three teachers who exemplified the 

notion of inquiry-based instruction, from each of the upper elementary, middle, and high 

school levels. However, I was not able to include a high school teacher. This is an email 

response a high school social studies department chair at a local school county provided: 

“I asked the members of my department. Many said with the pressure to teach a 

lot of information before either the SOL, AP Exam or IB assessment, we don't have the 

luxury of time to devote to projects.” 

As a result, the sample of teachers was derived from teachers currently employed 

in different districts at the elementary and middle school levels.  
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Reputational Sampling. I was interested in studying experienced teachers, as 

identified by experts in the education field, who were advocates of inquiry-based 

instruction and, at the same time, capable of negotiating with the accountability standards 

of their respective school districts. To that end, I employed a reputational case selection 

strategy to aid in the selection of the participants. In a reputational case selection strategy, 

cases are chosen per the recommendations of experienced experts in an area (Goetz & Le 

Compte, 1984). All three of the participants were chosen from a pool of teachers who had 

been identified as employing inquiry-based instruction. 

The participants for this study included one elementary social studies teacher and 

two middle school social studies teachers who were selected from three different 

suburban school districts in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Pseudonyms 

were used for all participants. The female elementary teacher, Lisa, taught fifth grade. 

The middle school social studies teachers were both male; Ryan taught seventh grade 

civics and economics, and Jason taught seventh grade history. 

Participant 1. The first participant, Lisa, was recommended by a professor who is 

an expert in the field of Teacher Education. She had been instrumental in facilitating a 

summer teacher leadership academy at a large Mid-Atlantic university, and she also 

served as Lisa’s mentor and instructor. Lisa had participated in this summer teacher 

leadership academy (the summer prior to my study). I learned that participation in this 

summer teacher leadership academy was highly competitive, and Lisa was among the 

select few who had been chosen from a statewide pool of candidates. Based on 

documents provided by the professors who had facilitated the academy, I learned that it 
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was designed to provide K-12 teachers with advanced preparation in leadership, policy, 

and curriculum, thereby allowing teachers to create and implement an action plan for an 

advocacy or action research project at their schools in order to influence high quality 

teaching and learning as teacher leaders. During the leadership program, participants 

were expected to set goals as part of their action research projects. As revealed by the 

documents provided by Lisa’s mentor, the goal that Lisa had set as part of her action 

research project for the academic year was to implement project-based learning using the 

social studies curriculum. Lisa expressed an avid interest in offering her students the 

opportunity to explore inquiry-based learning and connect to the real world. In addition, 

she set an objective to assess students on these five criteria: curriculum mastery, critical 

thinking, communication, collaboration, and creativity. She intended to track the 

development of these skills through rubrics on each project collected throughout the 

school year. Lisa also fulfilled my other criterion regarding teaching experience, as she 

has been teaching for almost 14 years. 

Participant 2. My second participant, Jason, was recommended to me by the 

Head Evaluation Specialist at the Office of Program Evaluation of a large school county 

situated in a Mid-Atlantic state. The evaluation specialist had connected me to their social 

studies coordinator and the social studies specialist in the instructional services 

department. Two social studies teachers from the county were recommended by the 

evaluation specialist as well as the instructional services department. Both were middle 

school teachers who had won teaching awards in the recent past. I decided to reach out to 

both of them. Jason responded to me very quickly and expressed interest in participating 
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in my study. I did not hear back from the other teacher for quite some time. I considered 

Jason’s teaching accolades, and I finally selected him as he had received multiple 

teaching awards over the years for making history come alive through inquiry-based 

learning. Jason also fulfilled my teaching experience criterion, as he had been teaching 

for almost 16 years. Moreover, he was employing powerful teaching activities such as 

simulations, making connections to students’ pre-existing knowledge through personal 

timelines, and serving the greater history community through World War II Oral History 

Day, on which he invited veterans of the war to tell their stories to his students.   

Participant 3. Ryan was recommended to me by the PhD director of my college. 

Ryan had completed his doctoral program, and the topic of his dissertation was focused 

on project-based learning. Like Jason, he had received multiple teaching awards for 

making social studies come alive in the classroom. One of his students had the following 

remarks:  

He gives us project-based learning and individual interest-based learning so we 

get to experience learning what we want to learn in a way that's interesting to 

learn it, which is a really cool opportunity as a lot of the classes we're in we're just 

learning from textbooks or just memorizing information. And we could do that for 

this class, but he allows us to work on projects and find other more interesting 

ways to explore the curriculum. 

Ryan also fulfilled my teaching experience criterion, as he has been teaching for almost 

13 years. 
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Introduction to the Participants 

Profile of participant 1. Lisa completed her elementary, middle, and high 

schooling in one city. She told me that teaching has been in her heart since she was a 

little child. Her parents have videotapes of her lining up her dolls and teaching them even 

before she started school. As a student in elementary school, she loved writing stories, 

and she fondly remembered her 2nd grade teacher and the doll house she had in her 

classroom. She enjoyed math throughout her schooling. Although it was not always her 

best subject, it was logical and clear cut to her. She enjoyed solving puzzles and figuring 

things out. Reading was something she had always enjoyed. However, growing up, she 

said she had a shy personality and felt nervous about public speaking. As far as social 

studies was concerned, it was not very memorable to her. Middle and high school social 

studies leaned heavily towards facts, notes, and discussion. She was never comfortable 

with being put on the spot, so her high school social studies was not a pleasant experience 

for her. Whatever made her uncomfortable as a child and a student, she reported trying 

not to espouse in her role as a teacher. 

She attended Penn State University, where she received her bachelor’s degree in 

elementary education in 2002. In 2008, she earned her Master’s degree in elementary 

education with a specialization in mathematics from Walden University, an online 

school. She started her teaching career in 2002 and has been teaching at her current 

school since 2003. She has been teaching fifth grade since 2003. However, she has not 

always taught social studies. She taught science or math for 6 years as a science or math 

specialist. The year of my study was her second year of teaching as a generalist. She has 
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always enjoyed teaching all of the subjects, as she likes how they integrate and overlap. 

Her teaching orientation tends toward interdisciplinary unit plans. 

 

Table 2 

 

Overview of Participant 1 

Pseudonym Education Years 

Teaching 

Subjects 

Taught 

Grade 

Level 

Lisa Bachelor’s in Elementary 

Education 

Penn State University 

2002 

 

Master’s in Education (Math 

Specialization) 

Walden University (Online) 

2008 

14 All subjects Grade 5 

 

Schedule. Lisa reported trying to teach social studies every day, even though 

there is not an SOL requirement for fifth grade. She reported teaching her students in 

accordance with the following schedule: from 9:40a.m.–12:10p.m., she taught both 

language arts and social studies. Usually, she taught social studies from 11:30 a.m.– 

12:10 p.m., but because a lot of it integrates with language arts – researching, writing, 

reading, etc. – she said she did not always hold to definite start/stop times.  

  Overview of the students. The following information is based on data which Lisa 

provided to me in an interview. There were 27 students in her classroom: (a) no ESOL 

students; (b) three students on IEPS (math and writing); (c) seven students in the gifted 
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program; (d) two students on IEP (speech services); (e) one student on a 504 Plan; and (f) 

eight students diagnosed with ADHD. 

Overview of the school. The elementary school, located in a suburb of a large city 

in the Mid-Atlantic region, had a population of about 801 students in gradesK-5.  

According to the school district’s website, approximately 6% of students were Hispanic, 

12% were Asian American, 7% were African American, 66% were Caucasian, and 9% 

were considered to fall into more than one or other ethnic groups. The free and reduced 

lunch rate was 4%, and all students at the school lived in the surrounding neighborhood.  

The research sample was less ethnically diverse than the school district’s demographics. 

Classroom design/layout. Lisa had a fairly large classroom for fifth grade 

students. She had 27 students in her room, and they were with her all day long. A few 

years prior, she had switched from desks to tables. There were pillows and two carpets in 

addition to traditional chairs and tables. There were accessible materials all around the 

room for all subject areas, as well as art supplies necessary for project work. The 

classroom had four desktop computers and a handful of laptops, Kindles, and iPads for 

student use.  

She was of the opinion that the physical space of a classroom sets the tone for the 

expectation of learning to occur there. She believed that a bright and colorful classroom 

with room for movement, collaboration, exploration, and comfort communicates that 

learning will be fun, energized yet relaxed, and safe for discovery. Through the layout of 

her classroom, supplies, and wall hangings you can see student work, exploration 

opportunities, student inquiry, and wonderings. 
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Unit overview. The school county’s fifth grade social studies curriculum is North 

American geography. I observed the unit on the Western region of the USA. Students 

were required to learn the following: 

NAG 5.3-5.9: The student will explore regions of the United States and countries 

of North America by: 

a. Locating the region on a map and identifying key political features 

b. Explaining the physical and climate characteristics of the region 

c. Analyzing the natural resources and economic activities of the region 

d. Describing the population of the region including: early settlements, 

historically significant events and places, and cultural characteristics 

e. Examining life in the region today by focusing on significant features 

and representative landmarks. 

The duration of the unit was four weeks. The entire unit was a project-based 

learning unit. During the four weeks that she taught the unit, the lessons were a mix of 

her sharing resources, class discussion, and self-guided student work on researching and 

creating their digital scrapbooks. The culminating activity for the unit was to open a 

travel agency for a day in the school. The plan was to decorate a large empty room in the 

school with projects made by students throughout the year representing regions across the 

United States. The goal was to invite parents and other staff members to visit the travel 

agency.  

Unit planning form. The unit I observed was designed with a project-based 

learning focus. Although there was no SOL for fifth grade social studies, Lisa 
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incorporated the fifth grade social studies standards that needed to be assessed in 

designing the unit. Students were required to learn about the natural resources, historical 

events, economic activities, cultural characteristics, early people, and landmarks of the 

West. She planned the unit by following the following steps. 

Step 1 involved crafting a driving question at the outset. According to Lisa, 

creating a driving question is “turning what you want [students] to know into a thesis 

statement and then into a solve/invent/build/argue question (an ungoogleable question).” 

 In other words, at the outset, a teacher must ask whether an authentic problem or 

significant question has been posed that will engage students and require them to draw 

from core subject knowledge to solve or answer it. The question for the unit I observed 

was, “How could we showcase the West region to potential tourists in a travel agency?” 

Step 2 involved creating an entry event intended to hook students by capturing 

their interest. For this phase, Lisa used a “wonder table” that had books, artifacts, and 

materials representing the many historic events and people of the West region. She gave 

students a few days to interact with and discover the materials before introducing the 

project. 

 Step 3 involved building the knowledge, understanding, and skills to answer the 

driving question. For this phase, Lisa had her students acquire the knowledge and 

understanding of the Western region by inquiring through letters and also by creating 

artifacts to save for the travel agency. 

Step 4 involved research and collaboration. Lisa addressed what research tool(s) 

will be introduced to students and how will the students keep track of their learning and 
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share their research? In addition to learning about the West through letters, the students 

had to research something of their choice and showcase it using a scrapbook. Lisa invited 

a travel agent to come talk to the class about her job and how her agency helps people 

plan trips. The students brainstormed some questions to ask, and the presentation helped 

give them an understanding of the role a travel agent plays. 

Step 5 required Lisa to consider how students would showcase their work. For 

this unit, the students were required to create a travel agency where they would help plan 

trips for visiting parents and members of the school community. The students decorated a 

large empty room in their school with projects they had made throughout the year for 

regions across the United States. They invited their parents and other staff members to 

visit their travel agency to discuss places they could visit in the United States. After the 

students had gathered information from their "clients," they then spent the following 

week or two putting together proposed travel packages for them. These packages 

included researching the cost of travel, lodging, and local attractions, as well as more 

detailed information about things to see and do, plus information on local climate, 

history, etc. The visitors were sent the packages via email.   

Profile of participant 2. Jason is originally from New Hampshire, but moved to 

Chatham, New Jersey when he was in kindergarten. He completed his elementary, 

middle, and high schooling in New Jersey. Jason reported remembering his middle and 

high school social studies classes very vividly. He said that his seventh grade social 

studies classes were very boring; they were characterized by worksheet after worksheet. 

He had a great tenth grade teacher who conducted some simulations and made history 
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come alive. By eleventh grade, he was drawn to the humanities, so he took psychology 

and sociology as electives, which he really enjoyed. He said that it was natural to him at 

that point to want a history degree, but he was not sure at the time what he could to do 

with one: “it had not dawned on me that I [was] going to become a teacher.” He said that 

working for a nonprofit educational association called the Association for Supervision 

and Curriculum Development (ASCD) ultimately sparked his interest in getting into the 

classroom. While working for ASCD, he started feeling distant from the books he was 

writing and editing. He felt that being in a classroom would be a more of a direct means 

of helping people. 

Jason completed his undergraduate degree in history at La Salle University in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. He secured his teaching credentials in secondary education 

social studies in 2000. He has been teaching 7th grade since 2000.  

 

Table 3 

 

Overview of Participant 2 
Pseudonym Education Career Years 

Teaching 
Grade 

Levels 
Awards 

 

Jason 

 

Bachelor’s in 

History 

La Salle 

University  

 

Master’s in 

Education,  

George 

Mason 

University 

 

National 

Board 

Certified 

 

2000-present 

7th Grade History 

Teacher  

 

Worked at Association 

for Supervision and 

Curriculum 

Development  

 

16 

 

Grade 7 

 

Preserve America 

History Teacher of 

the Year 

 

Agnes Meyer 

Outstanding Teacher 

Award 

 

Teacher of the Year 

 

Teacher of the Year 

for Virginia's Region 

4  
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Schedule. I observed Jason’s period 5 and period 6 classes. This was the first year 

after the school switched to block scheduling, which was timed as follows: 

• periods 1 & 2: 7:30 a.m.–9:03 a.m.;  

• periods 3 & 4: 9:09 a.m. – 10:37 a.m.; 

• period 5: 10:43 a.m. – 11:39 a.m.;  

• period 6: 11:45 a.m. – 12:41 p.m.;  

• periods 7 & 8: 12:47 p.m. – 2:15 p.m. 

 

Overview of the students. No data was provided to me. 

Overview of the school. The following data is based on the school district website 

for school demographics. The middle school had a population of about 1262 students in 

the suburbs of a large city in the mid-Atlantic region.  According to the school district’s 

website, approximately 10% of students were Hispanic and 43% were Asian, 4% African 

American, 36% Caucasian and 6% were considered more than one or more ethnic 

groups.  The free and reduced lunch rate was 10.9%. 

Classroom design/layout. In the classroom, groups of four to five rectangular 

desks were placed together. There was a large American flag pinned to a bulletin board. 

On the walls were posted the Themes of History and Bloom’s Taxonomy. 

Unit overview. This was the first year that Jason was teaching history backwards. 

His units rolled chronologically backwards from Modern America to the Cold War and 

ending at Reconstruction. Students were not required to take a history SOL test at the end 
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of the year.  I observed the unit on The United States since World War II. Students were 

required to learn some of the following: 

USII.8 The student will apply social science skills to understand the economic, 

social, and political transformation of the United States and the world 

between the end of World War II and the present. 

USII.9 The student will apply social science skills to understand the key 

domestic and international issues during the second half of the twentieth 

and early twenty-first centuries. 

 

Unit planning form. There was no unit plan provided to me. 

Profile of participant 3. Ryan was a history/social studies buff as far back as he 

can remember. Growing up entailed traveling all over the United States – he visited at 

least 30 states as a child – as his mom did a lot of consulting. Traveling to different parts 

of the United States reinforced his fascination with social studies. However, he 

remembers his social studies classes to be predominantly lecture based. In college, he 

started focusing on the topic of social justice. He did a lot of volunteer work and 

completed his degree in three years. At that point, he was not sure what he wanted to do, 

but he knew he wanted to try out teaching. He was interested in educational issues, so he 

participated in a program called the Alliance for Catholic Education (based on the model 

for Teach for America) which entailed teaching in an under-resourced Catholic school. 

Around age 22, he began teaching at an inner city Catholic school in a low income area in 

Prichard, Alabama. After a year of teaching, the school closed due to insufficient funding 
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and low enrollment. He went to another school which was predominately white and 

lower-middle to low SES. He has been teaching at his current school since 2006. 

 

Table 4 

 

Overview of Participant 3 

 

Pseudonym Education Career Years 

Teaching 

Grade 

Levels 

Awards 

 
Ryan 

 
Bachelor of Arts in 

History 
University of Notre 

Dame 
 
Master of Education 
University of Notre 

Dame 

 

 
State License in 

Social Studies 6-12, 

Language Arts 6-8 

 
National Board 

Certified 

 
PhD in Education  

 
2006-

present 
Civics & 

History 

Teacher  

 

2003-2005 

Teacher 

 
13 

 
Grades 6, 

7, 8 

 
National History 

Day Teacher of the 

Year  
 
Golden Gavel 

Award  

 

 
Agnes Meyer 

Outstanding 

Teacher Award 
 

 
Super Teacher 

Award 

 
  

  

Schedule. I observed a class that Ryan taught every other day for 92 minutes 

(block scheduling). I observed the class that took place from 1:39 p.m. – 3:11 p.m. 

• Block 1/2 A Class:  8:15 a.m. – 9:51 a.m. (A Days) 

• Block 1/2 B Class:  8:15 a.m. – 9:51 a.m. (B Days) 

• Block 5/6 B Class:  12:03 p.m. – 1:35 p.m. (B Days) 
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• Block 8/9 B Class:  1:39 p.m. – 3:11 p.m. (B Days)  

 

Overview of the students. The following is based on data provided to me by 

Ryan. There were 22 students in the classroom: (a) one ESOL student (monitor status); 

(b) nine students in Academic Creative Endeavors (county’s version of Gifted and 

Talented, but does not use the same rigorous requirements that other counties use to 

identify Gifted and Talented students); and (c) one student on a 504 Plan. The ethnic 

composition was as follows: (a) two students of Asian American ethnicity; (b) one 

student of African American ethnicity; and (c) 19 students of Caucasian ethnicity. 

Overview of the school. The following is based on data provided to me by Ryan. 

The middle school had a population of about 580 students in the suburbs of a large city in 

the Mid-Atlantic region. According to the school district’s website, approximately 12% 

of students were Hispanic, 8% were Asian American, 4% were African American, 67% 

were Caucasian, and 9% were considered to fall into more than one or other ethnic 

groups. The free and reduced lunch rate was 8.4%, and all students in the school lived in 

the surrounding neighborhood.  The research sample was less ethnically diverse than the 

school district’s demographics. 

Classroom design/layout. In the classroom, the students sat at rectangular tables 

with chairs at each table. The arrangement of the tables may have seemed insignificant to 

a casual observer, but to an educator, it suggested that the teacher practiced cooperative 

learning. The teacher had decorated his room with posters, and his classroom had two 

whiteboards on the sides of the classroom. The whiteboard always had an elaborate 
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agenda for the class written prominently with a warm-up, essential question, and 

objectives. Some examples are shown in Table 5: 

 

Table 5 

 

Class Agenda 
Observation Day Class Agenda on Whiteboard 

  

Day 3 Essential Q: What makes your idea an effective platform? 

Objective: Students will explain the qualifications to vote and how to 

register. Students will collaborate to select 5 platform ideas. 

1) Warm Up  

2) Artifact A 

3) Review work 

4) Picture- Homework 

 

Day 5 Essential Q: What makes your idea an effective platform? 

Objective: Students will explain the process of how the electoral 

college is used to elect the president and vice president. 

Students will be able to describe what the rubric is requiring them to 

do. 

1)Warm up: Write Homework/Check study guide 

2) Map 

3) Electoral College notes 

4) Rubric 

5) Project Examples 

6) Artifact A + homework 

7) Group work 

Please write your homework and get out your study guide and 

artifact A 

Due – Mon (3/23) – 1) Artifact A Final, Political Party Scrimmage 

Due – Wed (3/25)- 1) Work on Project, 20 min study log 

Due - Fri (3/27) – 1) Unit 3 Test 

 

Election Campaign is Mon, April 13th 
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Unit overview. The unit I was observed was aligned with both the Middle Years 

Program curriculum framework of the International Baccalaureate program and the state 

standards. It was a civics unit which required students to be knowledgeable about the 

functions of political parties, the similarities and differences between political parties, the 

role of campaign contributions, etc. His students were to take a civics SOL test at the end 

of the year. The unit incorporated the MYP objectives and was developed using a 

backward design process. It also employed the MYP assessment criteria for Grade 7. 

  The statement of inquiry for the unit I observed was: “Political parties play a key role in 

the democratic process and provide opportunities for citizen participation to cooperate 

and change public policy.” The driving question of the unit was: “How can students run a 

successful election campaign compared to a successful real-world election?” The 

summative assessment or culminating project was an election campaign project through 

which students would apply their understanding of the election process by creating a 

platform based on improving the school in order to win the election. 

Unit planning form. The unit I observed was designed with a project-based 

learning approach. The project was an election campaign project. Ryan designed the unit 

using the following five main criteria.  

Criteria 1 involved creating the driving question or problem. The driving question 

or problem helps to create a realistic problem-solving environment that helps to organize 

and focus activities. He had adopted the work of Marx et al. (1997) for the three 

requirements for a driving question. First, it had to align with school and/or state 

standards. Second, the question had to be reasonable for students to answer with the time 
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and resources available, but also be one that could be answered in many possible ways. 

Lastly, it had to involve a real-world problem that was meaningful to students in order to 

motivate them to explore the issue in-depth. The driving question for the unit was: “What 

is necessary to run an effective election campaign?” There was also an essential question: 

“What makes your idea an effective platform?” In order to answer this question, the 

students engaged in a mini inquiry activity. First, students were placed into groups of 

seven or eight to form a political party. Students then created their own political party 

name, mascot, and slogan and nominated a presidential candidate. As a class, the students 

had to generate questions that would help them think more about the essential question 

and the driving question.  

Data Collection 

Data sources for this study included semi-structured interviews, classroom 

observations, field notes, classroom documents, newspaper clippings, professional 

development blogs, and a professional development action research plan. Three 

interviews were conducted in total with each participant. A 30-minute semi-structured 

interview took place before the start of the observations to establish initial rapport with 

participants and to gain information about their educational backgrounds, teaching 

trajectories, and beliefs about teaching social studies. Two more 30-minute semi-

structured interviews took place during and after the observations to learn about the 

participants’ planning, assessment, and context, and finally about their knowledge and 

training in inquiry-based instruction.  
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Interviews of participants. I used semi-structured interviews (Stake, 1995) to 

explore my initial research questions with the understanding that my research would be 

emergent (Charmaz, 2004). I developed the list of questions for the individual interview 

guide using my familiarity with inquiry-based instruction. I used semi-structured 

interviews because each participant had a different background and unique experiences 

(Stake, 1995). The interview guide provided a direction on what I wanted to know while 

allowing me to include unplanned follow-up questions. This was important because I 

believe that participants are active co-constructors of knowledge through discourse 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 2003). Consistent with my conceptual framework of interpretivism 

and social constructivism, I characterize my interview approach as active interviewing 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 2003). Holstein and Gubrium (1995) state that active interviewing 

is different from a conventional view of interviewing in which researchers extract 

information from participants in a structured manner. Instead, Holstein and Gubrium 

(1995) saw active interviews as social productions in which the interviewer and narrator 

collaborate to construct a story and its meaning. I interviewed teachers face-to-face in 

their own classrooms. The individual interviews lasted about 45 minutes. I interviewed 

each participant on a school day and sought to honor and respect the time they were 

willing to spend with me and be sensitive to other demands on their time. I made audio 

recordings of interviews which I later transcribed verbatim. The questions used for the 

interview guide are given in Appendix A. 

Observations. I observed the participants in their classrooms as a way to 

understand the connection between what they said they did and what they actually did in 
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their classroom instruction. Observations are essential to qualitative research, as they 

represent a firsthand encounter with the phenomenon of interest (Merriam, 2002). Direct 

observations provide information about the participants themselves as well as knowledge 

of the research context. Observations also allow the researcher to triangulate emergent 

findings and develop questions for subsequent participant interviews (Merriam, 1998).  

A total of 10 observations (of 45-minute duration each) took place in each of the 

participants’ classrooms. During each of the 10 direct observations for each participant, I 

took field notes that were used to present a rich and accurate description of the classroom 

instruction, teacher-student interactions, and other factors relating to the teaching of the 

curriculum unit. I used an observation data collection form. This form was based on the 

criteria developed by Merriam (2002) for conducting an observation: (a) the physical 

setting/environment/context, which includes the use of space, instructional resources, and 

technology; (b) the participants, which include the number of students and adults present 

during the observation and their roles in the instructional setting; (c) the activities, which 

include the objectives of the lesson, the instructional strategies, and the assessments, the 

identifiable parts of the lesson, and how much time was spent on each aspect of the 

lesson; (d) interactions between the teacher and the students (i.e., was the teacher 

lecturing, using the board, asking students questions, etc.); e) the conversations/discourse, 

which include the content of conversations among students and between teacher and 

students. I also collected artifacts such as the worksheets provided to students and the 

teachers’ social studies unit plans. 
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Teaching materials. I solicited other sources, such as worksheets and artifacts 

provided to students, at the beginning of each lesson. Moreover, participants were asked 

to provide me with any additional sources of information such as lesson or unit plans.  

Professional development materials. Additionally, Lisa shared with me a blog 

post that she had written as part of her summer professional development with EdTech 

Team. Blog link was not included to protect the anonymity of the participant. Other rich 

sources of data included a Teacher Leadership Project Plan written by Lisa as part of her 

professional development work with a summer academy at a university. The Teacher 

Leadership Project Plan was given to me by the facilitator of the summer academy, who 

was also her supervisor.  

Newspaper clippings. Both Ryan and Jason are award-winning teachers whose 

work has been shared through news media. Data sources in the form of online newspaper 

clippings enabled me to incorporate more information about them. 

In sum, I used multiple sources of data to help me develop a robust understanding 

(Stake, 1995) of teachers’ conceptualization and integration of inquiry-based instruction, 

as well as an understanding of factors which influenced and supported them in the use of 

inquiry-based instruction. Including multiple sources of data and being actively involved 

in the data collection and analysis enhanced the assessment of my findings (Stake, 2005; 

Maxwell, 2013).  

Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis is a qualitative method which involves proceeding through a 

series of steps that focus on identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) 
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within a textual data set (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clark, 2006; Patton, 2002). 

A theme is a “patterned response or meaning within the dataset” (Braun & Clark, 

2006, p. 82). I followed the thematic analysis method of Attride-Stirling (2001), which 

consisted of constructing and interpreting themes from my qualitative data by 

extracting three levels of themes: basic, organizing, and global. I conducted data 

analysis by coding each within-case as a comprehensive case in and of itself. 

First cycle coding. Formal coding and analysis began as first cycle with the 

interview transcripts. In analyzing the interview transcripts, I used two methods: in vivo 

coding (Saldaña, 2013) and thematic analysis (Attride-Stirling, 2001). These methods are 

complementary and provided a way of organizing and summarizing the main themes in 

my qualitative data by generating basic, organizing and global themes. I started by 

employing the in vivo method of assigning codes using the participants’ own words or 

short phrases (Saldaña, 2016). Therefore, the first cycle of coding was extrapolating 

words and phrases from the participants’ interview transcripts. I wanted to explore the 

participants’ words before adding interpretations. I chose at first to do emergent coding 

and as I read each relevant sentence, I attempted to isolate the participants’ own words or 

phrases to capture the essential meaning they expressed. Unlike in grounded theory, 

thematic analysis does not specify a coding technique for associating a particular length 

of text to code (Floersch, Longhofer, Kranke, & Townsend, 2010).  Therefore, each 

expression I extracted was tested for two requirements:  

1. Does the expression contain a necessary and sufficient constituent for 

understanding the phenomenon of interest? 
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2. Is it possible to abstract and label the constituent? (Moustakas, 1994) 

For example, for Lisa, during the first cycle of coding or iteration, I isolated phrases or 

statements from her interviews which aligned with my research questions. The goal of the 

first research question was to explore how teachers conceptualized and integrated 

inquiry-based instruction. Lisa’s interview statements such as, “I have always given them 

a lot of choice” and “I have always tried to help them be involved in what we are doing” 

were expressions that captured the notion of fostering student choice. Fostering student 

choice became a basic theme. 

Second cycle coding. The second cycle coding focused on the construction of 

thematic networks (Attride-Stirling, 2001). The second cycle of coding was interpretive, 

which enabled me to develop initial codes or basic themes, start the process for theming 

the data, and eventually identify thematic networks (Attride-Stirling, 2001). Basic themes 

(initial codes) are text segments taken directly from the textual data from the first cycle of 

coding (the emergent codes found in the first cycle coding).  Basic themes represent the 

recurring concepts or clusters of similar issues from the first iteration of coding. They are 

“(i) specific enough to be discrete (non-repetitive) and (ii) broad enough to encapsulate a 

set of ideas contained in numerous text segments” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 392). The 

basic themes that were developed for Lisa in this instance are: (a) fostering student 

choice; (b) fostering student fun; (c) motivating them to want to learn; and (d) fostering 

student curiosity. On their own, these basic themes do not embody something significant. 

They need to be combined with other similar ones within the context, which results in the 

development of an organizing theme. Organizing themes (or focused codes) serve to 
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organize basic themes into clusters of similar issues. In this instance, the organizing 

theme was “motivating students through choice, fun, and curiosity.” 

Multiple organizing themes can also be connected to form a grouping that 

illuminates an assertion or position on the research question. Other organizing themes for 

this research question were: (a) empowering students to drive their own learning; and (b) 

aligning with real-world issues and skills. What emerges is the global theme. The global 

theme for Lisa was “inquiry-based instruction empowers and motivates students to drive 

their own learning in real-world settings.” This served to provide a position on my 

research question, “How do teachers conceptualize and integrate inquiry-based learning?” 

This position was further triangulated with the other data sources: observation notes, 

teaching materials and professional development materials, 

Therefore, using the basic, organizing, and global themes, I developed a thematic 

network/web to use as a tool for “interpretation of the text, facilitating disclosure for the 

researcher and understanding for the reader” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 133). The 

thematic webs are illustrated later (see Chapter 4). I did several iterations, examining 

emergent codes; connecting them to the basic themes; seeking relationships, patterns, 

and similarities among the basic themes; and constantly looking back at the original 

transcripts to make sense of my groupings. All themes were then synthesized into 

narratives of profiles that appear in this paper and answer the research questions. 

For the analysis of the observations, I read the observation notes, and I considered 

what each sentence (or cluster) revealed about the nature of the teacher enacting inquiry 

pedagogy. I attempted to develop a thick description of the experience of enacting inquiry 
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pedagogy, one that could capture the experience in its fullest and richest complexity. I 

also looked at what the literature says about inquiry-based instruction in social studies, 

and I compiled a list of descriptors of what could or perhaps even should be present as 

core indicators of an inquiry-rich classroom culture. 

Criteria for Judging Quality 

Although there are no universal or standardized criteria for judging the quality of 

qualitative studies (Patton, 2015), there are approaches that can strengthen the quality of 

a study and contribute to its credibility (Maxwell, 2013). I approached quality in 

qualitative research holistically by attending to (a) triangulation and member checking to 

guarantee validity and reliability (Grafanaki, 1996); (b) procedures, e.g., adhering to 

institutional review board rules; (c) trustworthiness (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992) and 

authenticity (Lincoln & Guba, 2013) of the research. 

Researcher positionality.  The importance of the researcher positionality lent itself 

to reflecting on my beliefs, assumptions, and experiences about inquiry-based instruction 

in social studies prior to conducting this study in order to establish trustworthiness. 

Establishing trustworthiness in a case study requires giving due attention to the 

assumptions, perspectives, and beliefs of the researcher. Merriam (2009) noted that the 

researcher’s positionality can be used to improve the objectivity of a study. Merriam 

argued that because the researcher is the primary interpretative person responsible for 

data collection and analysis within each teacher’s classroom, the researcher must be 

aware of his or her biases and how they might influence the findings of the study. 

Therefore, the perspective of the researcher must be taken into account as an integral part 
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of the interpretive process, and the researcher must be aware of the potential effect of 

personal bias on the interpretive process. 

Inquiry-based instruction was an integral part of my teaching in the International 

Baccalaureate schools for five years. As a former teacher and curriculum coordinator in 

the Middle Years Program (MYP) and the Diploma Program (DP), I was responsible for 

integrating pedagogy (problem-based, project-based, place-based) which cultivated skills 

such as problem solving, reflective thinking, critical thinking, creative thinking and 

connections to real-world settings. I aspired to give my students agency and choice by 

creating units that connected to authentic, real-world problems. Moreover, I firmly 

believe that inquiry-based learning has the ability to motivate and support all students, 

though some students need more scaffolding and check-ins than others. Although some 

situations warrant a more teacher-centered approach, I have observed the effectiveness of 

inquiry-based learning in creating rigorous and sound pedagogy for students. Therefore, 

it is natural for me to see teachers wanting to integrate inquiry as the best approach. 

However, my teaching was situated in a school which had embraced the IB tenets of 

inquiry. I had to be mindful of the fact that my participants’ iterations on inquiry learning 

are explored within accountability contexts and in contexts that may not support them in 

the use of progressive pedagogy due to high-stakes testing. Although my reputational 

sampling has generated a sample of teachers who are advocates of inquiry-based learning 

despite the standards and directives of the school system in which they work, the purpose 

of my study is best served by focusing on each teacher’s decision-making within the 
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unique classroom/school context in which they work, and on their current dispositions 

and experience with the advocated pedagogical forms of inquiry. 

As a constructivist, I took the view of participants as active co-constructors of 

knowledge through discourse (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003). My intent was to approach 

the study as an informed researcher while remaining open to new understandings as they 

emerged over the course of the study. I wanted to go into the classrooms with “open 

eyes” to simply observe and understand how teachers enact inquiry-based learning 50 

years after the inquiry-based reform movement first flourished. In order to understand 

how they conceptualize, I tried to probe how they plan an inquiry lesson, what teaching 

strategies they employ to spark inquiry, and what factors motivate them to enact such a 

pedagogy in an era of high-stakes testing. One of the goals of Chapter 3 was to demystify 

and deconstruct how scholars in the 1950s and 1960s conceptualized inquiry-based 

learning in social studies education. Therefore, I also wanted to see how current practices 

compared to their calls for action. 

Issues of trustworthiness. Merriam (2009) noted that the trustworthiness of 

qualitative research is dependent on the constructs of credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability or objectivity. Merriam also recommended specific 

strategies that researchers can use for each of these constructs in order to improve the 

trustworthiness of a study. These constructs and their related strategies are explained 

below. 

Credibility. Merriam (2009) defined credibility as "how research findings match 

reality" (p.213). In order to improve the internal validity of a study, Merriam suggested 
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that the following strategies be considered: triangulation, member checks, adequate 

engagement in data collection, peer review, and researcher’s position. For this study, I 

used the strategies of triangulation and member checks to strengthen the internal 

credibility of this study. I used triangulation by collecting and comparing data from 

multiple sources of evidence (e.g., observations, teaching materials, professional 

development blog) in order to provide a more credible understanding of the phenomenon. 

Transferability. This construct, according to Merriam (2009), is "concerned with 

the extent to which the findings of one study can be applied to other situations" (p. 223). 

Merriam noted that the strategies that improve the transferability of a study include the 

use of rich, thick description and the use of typicality in the sample. In this paper, I use 

rich, thick description by presenting a detailed description of the context for the study, 

including the setting and the participants. I will also present a detailed description of the 

data collection and data analysis protocols as well as the findings of the study.  

Dependability. Dependability or reliability, according to Merriam (2009), refers to 

"the extent to which the research findings can be replicated" (p. 220). The strategies that 

Merriam recommends in order to improve the dependability of a qualitative study include 

triangulation, peer examination, and clarification of the researcher's position. For this 

study, I used all of these strategies to enhance the dependability of this research. I 

employed triangulation by collecting and comparing data from multiple sources of 

evidence. 

Ethical procedures. Researchers have a responsibility to protect both participants 

and their environments in relation to conducting a qualitative study (Merriam, 2009). As 
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such, I followed university guidelines to ensure that I used ethical practices in conducting 

this research. Before collecting data, I submitted an application to the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) at my university which approved this research proposal to ensure 

ethical research practices. I also obtained letters of cooperation from the appropriate 

personnel within the public school districts, including the school principals, as well as 

letters of consent from all participants (Appendix B). 

I also ensured the protection of all participants by doing the following: (a) 

participants were informed of the purpose of the study and asked to sign a consent form 

for voluntary participation; (b) participants were informed that their participation was 

voluntary and that there would be no negative consequences for those who chose not to 

participate; (c) participants were informed that their responses would be kept 

confidential; and (d) participants were informed that the final report would be made 

available to them. In addition, I used pseudonyms for the school district, the schools, and 

the participants. 

Summary 

The chapter shared the design of the study, data collection, and analysis of the 

data. As described in detail in the chapter, a thematic analysis had been selected as a way 

of organizing and summarizing the main themes in the qualitative data. The thematic 

analysis consisted of constructing and interpreting themes from the qualitative data by 

extracting three levels of themes: basic, organizing, and global. The participant selection 

process and the criteria for judging quality were also presented. Chapter 4 will present 

the findings by describing and interpreting the within-case thematic networks for each of 
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my three participants. Chapter 4 will also present a cross-case analysis on the three 

participants. 
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Chapter Four 

 

The purpose of this multiple case study was to explore how three teachers 

conceptualize and enact inquiry-based instruction in their classrooms. Rather than 

conducting a single case study comprised of a singular group of three teachers, a 

multiple-case study of three teachers was conducted with each teacher as an individual 

case of analysis. I analyzed the data using thematic analysis by constructing thematic 

networks to explore and summarize the main themes in my data (Attride-Stirling, 2001). 

Data to support the themes emerged from multiple and diverse data sources which 

included semi-structured interviews, observations, teaching materials, professional 

development materials and newspaper clippings. This chapter presents my findings. 

The term inquiry mode of learning emerged out of the intense social studies 

curriculum reform of the New Social Studies movement, which aimed to produce 

learning outcomes that placed the responsibility of problem solving and decision-making 

on students. Building upon Dewey’s ideas that student motivation and interest could be 

stimulated by offering real problems to work out through a reflective process, scholars 

promoted the inquiry mode of learning as an alternative pedagogy to dry and didactic 

social studies instruction. As a result, many specific conceptualizations of inquiry 

instruction have been identified out of the work of scholars in the 1960s. Today, inquiry-

based instruction continues to witness a range of conceptual models as developed by 
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scholars: project-based learning, problem-based learning, and the Inquiry Design Model. 

However, as of yet, we have scant empirical research on how classroom teachers 

conceptualize and enact inquiry instruction, and there is a need to study such teachers 

through rich case studies situated in real-world conditions. 

Consequently, I have asked the following research questions in this study: 

RQ1a. How do social studies teachers conceptualize and engage their students in 

inquiry-based instruction? 

RQ1b. What do the teachers believe about the effectiveness of inquiry-based 

instruction for their students? 

RQ2. What factors influenced and supported the teachers’ use of inquiry-based 

instruction? 

In this chapter, I have organized my findings by describing and interpreting the 

within-case thematic networks for each of my three participants. Each thematic network 

is presented to explore each research question for each participant (pseudonyms have 

been used for each participant). This chapter is organized as follows: the first section 

focuses on the within-case analysis of my first participant, Lisa. The second section of the 

findings focuses on the within-case analysis of my second participant, Jason and the third 

section focuses on the within-case analysis of my third participant, Ryan. Every section 

presents a thematic network to explore each of the three research questions. 
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Lisa 

“As an innovative educator, I am trailblazing a new focus for my classroom. I am 

committed to empowering my students and guiding them on a path towards lifelong 

learning.” 

Lisa started her teaching career in 2002 and has been teaching fifth grade at her 

current school since 2003. She defines inquiry-based instruction as “letting students drive 

where the learning is going: they are the ones exploring it, guiding it, and learning it. 

They are much more connected to what they are doing because it is them creating it for 

themselves.” Lisa employed project-based learning (PjBL) as the inquiry-based 

instructional model for the unit I observed. She used a PjBL planning form, adapted from 

the Buck Institute of Education, to create the unit, and she sought to incorporate all the 

essentials of PjBL. At the time of the study, there was no SOL testing for social studies in 

fifth grade at her school district. 

She started by creating a driving question for the unit: “How could we showcase 

the rich history of the Western region of the United States to potential tourists in a travel 

agency?” Lisa ensured that the driving question was an authentic problem or significant 

question that would engage students and require core subject knowledge to solve or 

answer. As an entry event to the unit, she set up a wonder table with books, artifacts, and 

materials from the many historic events and people of the Western region. The wonder 

table served as a hook to spark student curiosity about the Western region. She then gave 

them a few days to interact with and discover the materials before introducing the project. 

In order to activate prior knowledge, she asked students about any vacations they may 
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have taken to that region. She introduced the project, which would require them to open a 

travel agency for a day, and then brainstormed ways they could showcase their ideas and 

interests through the travel agency.  

During the six weeks of this unit, students worked on learning about the region by 

sending letters to relatives or friends living there, researching and creating digital 

scrapbooks to highlight some of the region’s attractions, culture, history, etc. As a 

culminating activity, they did a project related to opening a travel agency for a day in the 

school. They decorated a large empty room in their school with projects they had made 

throughout the year representing regions across the United States. They invited their 

parents and school staff members to visit their travel agency and discuss places to visit in 

the United States. 

This study revealed three global themes that pertained to Lisa (Table 6). In the 

sections that follow, each global theme, supporting organizing themes, and basic themes 

are presented and explained with relevant supporting data. Each global theme explores a 

research question.  
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Table 6 

 

Within-case Emergent Themes: Lisa 

 

Research 

Questions 

Global Themes Organizing Themes Data Sources 

 
  

 

RQ1a Inquiry-based 

instruction empowers 

and motivates 

students to drive their 

own learning in real-

world settings. 

• Motivates students 

through choice, 

curiosity and fun 

• Empowers students to 

drive their own 

learning 

• Aligns with real-

world issues and 

skills 

 

• Interviews  

• Professional 

development 

materials 

• Observations 

• Teaching 

materials 

RQ1b Inquiry-based 

instruction results in a 

lot more meaningful 

learning for a lot more 

students. 

 

• More learning by a 

lot more students 

• Meaningful learning 

for students 

• Interviews 

• Observations 

RQ2 Empower students to 

know how to learn for 

life through teacher’s 

ongoing professional 

learning. 

• Empower students to 

learn for life and lead 

in workforce 

• Ongoing professional 

learning  

• Interviews  

• Professional 

development 

materials 
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Research Question 1a 

The goal of the first research question was to explore how social studies teachers 

conceptualize and engage their students in inquiry-based instruction (IBI). Based on the 

thematic data analysis, we can affirm that Lisa conceptualized inquiry-based instruction 

as a process that empowers and motivates students to drive their own learning in real-

world settings as explained by Global Theme 1. Organizing themes and basic themes 

illuminated the global theme and helped answer RQ1a. The themes for this network are 

shown in Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Lisa’s thematic network for Research Question 1a. 
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Organizing theme 1: IBI motivates students through choice, curiosity, and fun. The 

first organizing theme that supports Lisa’s conceptualization of inquiry-based instruction 

was drawn from interviews and observations. Interview data confirmed that through 

fostering student choice and curiosity, Lisa provides her students the opportunities to 

develop that intrinsic motivation to learn and to enjoy learning. The basic themes, in this 

case, were student choice and student curiosity. Lisa stated the following: “So, when I 

plan, I really look for whether they have fun doing it and whether they have a lot of 

freedom and choices in what they are doing.” Lisa recounted how from her early days of 

student teaching she had always wanted to provide her students the opportunities to 

develop that intrinsic motivation to learn. She reflected,  

We had to do a big project when I was student teaching about just anything of my 

choice. So, I did a project on intrinsic motivation in my students. I really wanted 

them to want to learn and wanted them to do things that they want to do. 

However, she mentioned a turning point in her teaching career when she felt that she 

needed to incorporate more inquiry-based learning in her classrooms. About two years 

prior to this study, she recalled reading a book to her fifth-grade students about someone 

who was being homeschooled. She took the opportunity to start a discussion, and the 

following is a snippet of the conversation that ensued between her and her students. 

Lisa asked, “If you [were] homeschooled and you [had] some choice, what would 

you want to learn about?’ 

The students responded, “Don’t really know.” 

Lisa pressed them: “You can’t think of anything you would want to know about?” 
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“No, can’t think of anything,” they said.  

Lisa continued, “What would you do?’ 

A student answered, “I guess I would do my language arts.” 

“That is a school subject,” Lisa said.  

“Maybe math,” said another student.  

Lisa reported feeling shocked by her students’ responses as they could not think 

of anything that they would want to do – they had no curiosity and their general interest 

was to follow school subjects and the school schedule. She reflected: 

So that was kind of what prompted me into searching for . . .the criteria . . . like 

what does inquiry-based learning really look like . . . beyond me just thinking like 

. . . I should do something in this way . . . but I have really always tried to focus 

on motivating them to want to learn . . . and kind of developing those lifelong 

learners. 

Fostering student curiosity. The first basic theme, “fostering student curiosity,” 

addresses how Lisa provided her students the opportunities to develop intrinsic 

motivation to learn and to enjoy learning. Interviews and observations helped me to 

develop this basic theme. I observed the hook Lisa created at the beginning of the unit to 

capture the students’ curiosity. She set up a “wonder table” with books, artifacts, and 

materials about the historic events and people of the West region. Lisa gave her students 

a few days to interact with and discover the materials before introducing the project. This 

was her way of creating curiosity in her students and generating a need to know 

something more about the Western region. As students interacted with the materials, 
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pictures and events prompted them to want to question and discover more. Lisa used this 

approach to create an entry event for the unit’s driving question: “How could we 

showcase the rich history of the Western region to potential tourists in a travel agency?” 

Another activity that I observed which illustrated how student curiosity was 

encouraged was the “letter activity.” Lisa had her students acquire the knowledge and 

understanding of the Western region by inquiring through letters. When Lisa started a 

unit on a particular region, she would send a letter home to the parents to ask them 

whether they knew anyone who lived there. The students often had relatives or friends of 

parents who lived in the region being studied. Lisa provided the students the freedom and 

encouragement to brainstorm the questions they wanted to ask the friends and relatives. 

Some of the questions were:  

• What is the climate like in summer and winter?  

• Are there any important historical events in the area where you live?  

• What type of products are grown or made in your area?  

• What type of music is popular in your area?  

• What kind of jobs do people have?  

• What attractions are near you?  

• Is there anything else you would like to share?  

Once responses were received from the friends and relatives, the students presented the 

letters to the class. Through the letters, the students learned more about the geographical 

areas. Lisa’s goal was to have the students be motivated about learning about the region 

through questions generated by the students themselves. Obviously, Lisa was not 
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interested in having students passively copy facts about the region from books or her 

notes. It was evident from these activities that she is a firm believer in using student 

curiosities to direct learning.  

Fostering student choice. Another basic theme related to how Lisa made learning 

motivating and enjoyable was through fostering student choice. In addition to cultivating 

curiosity, Lisa was also determined to make the project meaningful by giving her students 

choice in the tasks they were required to do. I observed students creating scrapbooks to 

share with their clients on the final day of the travel agency. This scrapbook project was 

the research-based project; it prompted students to locate information from a variety of 

online sources and library books but ultimately have them construct new understandings 

of the West region. The purpose of the scrapbook was to showcase a destination of their 

choice. As technology application was a significant part of the learning and assessment, 

students had to create a digital scrapbook using an online scrapbook program. However, 

the choice of the content (destination) was up to the students as long as the scrapbook 

made the destination sound exciting and covered key landmarks, features, cultural 

characteristics, climate, etc. 

Organizing theme 2: IBI empowers students to drive their own learning. The 

second organizing theme that underlies Lisa’s conceptualization of inquiry drew on 

interviews, observations, and a professional development blog that Lisa shared with me. 

Based on these sources of data, it was evident that Lisa wanted to empower her students 

to drive their own learning. When asked how she defines inquiry learning, she replied, 
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I think it’s letting the students kind of drive where the learning is going, the 

curriculum and the standards are in place, they are embedded in there, but it’s not 

guided solely by, “this is what I have to teach you.” It is more, “let’s try and do 

this,” and they may go on kind of a winding path to get to that. The end result is 

they may go way beyond what we need to cover, but they are the ones exploring 

it, guiding it, learning it. They are much more connected to what they are doing 

because it is them creating it for themselves. 

The winding and student-driven learning environment is promoted through the “teacher 

acting as a facilitator” and through “putting the process and product in hands of 

students,” which are the basic themes in this case.  

Teacher acts as a facilitator. This first basic theme pertains to how Lisa 

empowered her students to drive their own learning. When asked what she feels is her 

role as a teacher, Lisa replied,  

I definitely want to empower students. . . I see myself as a facilitator of their 

learning. . . .I have always been very vested in creating lifelong learners . . . so I 

try and create lessons so that I am not giving them answers, but I am just 

discovering along with them so that they see that they have the power to do that 

too, and they enjoy what they are doing. 

This statement is further validated by a blog from a professional development program 

she had attended with EdTech Team. She reflected on the outcome of her new teaching 

approach: 
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The change in student engagement and enthusiasm for learning has been 

monumental. I have become a facilitator of their journey –prompting, questioning, 

and redirecting their focus; then celebrating their successes. The learning has been 

contagious beyond our classroom because we have invited other teachers and 

students to see our products and they become eager to take their own journey. 

Putting the process and product in hands of students. This second basic theme 

also pertains to how Lisa empowered her students to drive their own learning. According 

to one of her blogs, the advantage with an inquiry-based educational model such as PjBL 

is that it puts the process and the product in the hands of the students. Her blog stated, “A 

driving question is posed and students take the reins. Teachers creatively weave in the 

required content, but students decide how to answer the driving question and present their 

final product to an audience outside the classroom.” 

Through my observations, I was able to confirm this shifting of responsibility in 

learning to students. For example, after Lisa introduced the project to her students, 

students were allowed to decide how to answer the driving question according to their 

interests. During the six weeks of this unit, students had agency in researching and 

creating a digital scrapbook to highlight some of their chosen attractions, culture, history, 

etc. of the West. As a culminating activity, they had a choice as to what area to showcase 

in the travel agency. 

Organizing theme 3: IBI aligns with real-world issues and skills. The third 

organizing theme that supports Lisa’s conceptualization of inquiry drew on interviews, 

observations, and the unit plan.  
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Real-world content. The first basic theme related to how Lisa created an authentic 

learning environment is making the project incorporate real-world problems or scenarios 

which are presented to an authentic audience. In one of the interviews, she recounted: 

So the things that I really try and include in the projects we do...is that it is 

meaningful in the sense that there is like a real-world connection for them . . .  

whether it relates to something they can think of right now or possibly be doing in 

the future. . . .So, I try and make it as meaningful and authentic as I can . . . and 

then I try and have them . . . have some conclusion to their project that will be 

shared beyond just the class. . . . So, if it is another class that we can share with, . . 

. or their parents, . . . or other students at the school, . . . I try and give them that 

opportunity . . . so that they are motivated to do really well because they know 

they have this audience that is going to be excited to see it. 

One assessment that I observed which had the objective of making a connection to a real-

world situation was the travel agency role playing practice. This was a writing activity 

integrated with language arts in which students pretended that clients came to visit them 

to seek advice on trip planning. Lisa provided the students with case studies of clients 

(their background, family size, trip preferences). Based on the case studies and what they 

had learned about the West region, they needed to write a letter to their clients explaining 

and advising them on where to go, what to do, and so forth.  This task also met her other 

objective of curricular integration with language arts; written composition and reading 

was an ever-present feature of student activities. Moreover, the culminating task of the 

travel agency project was for the students to invite their parents and other staff members 
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to visit their travel agency to discuss places to visit in the United States, which exhibited 

the real-world connection for students. 

Life skills. The other basic theme related to how Lisa created an authentic 

learning environment is the promotion of life skills. In her blog, she stated that, “Life 

skills that include teamwork, leadership, and accountability naturally develop as we 

proceed through these projects. Students are challenged to think creatively and critically 

and learn to communicate their ideas to peers, adults, and younger children.”  Lisa, in her 

interview, also referenced the 21st century skills: collaboration, communication, critical 

thinking, and creativity. She aptly stated, 

Some students are already very creative and thrive with the ability to do whatever 

they can. As far as the collaboration, . . . I think they have all learned skills of 

teamwork . . . just the whole working together piece, . . . how to get along with 

people that maybe you are not completely seeing eye to eye with, . . . how to 

problem solve, . . . how to be accountable in the group. . . . So, I think they have 

all benefitted from that aspect. As far as the communication, they are always 

talking, . . . they are always presenting. . .  I think a lot of them have just become 

very confident; . . . they feel comfortable talking to anyone. . . It is not just their 

peers they will talk to, . . . they will talk to . . . the principal. 

 Reinforcing her learning goals, she further stated: 

I am hoping that I am helping them build kind of just life skills . . . like . . . if you 

are left alone, . . . you can do something that may not necessarily be measured on 

a test or even in an assessment that I have to give. If I look at the whole learner, I 
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see that they learned all of these life skills of how to work together and how to 

plan out their day and time. 

Research Question 1b 

In this section, I discuss the findings for research question 1b: what do the 

teachers believe about the effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction for their students? 

Thematic data analysis confirmed that Lisa viewed inquiry-based instruction as resulting 

in more meaningful and authentic learning for a lot more students. The organizing themes 

which were extrapolated from the interviews and her blogs are as follows: IBI fosters 

meaningful and authentic learning for all students, and IBI results in more learning for a 

lot more students. The themes for this network are shown in Figure 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Lisa’s thematic network for Research Question 1b. 
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Global theme 2: Inquiry-based instruction results in a lot more meaningful 

learning for a lot more students.  

Organizing theme 1: More learning by a lot more students. The first organizing 

theme that underlines Lisa’s beliefs about the effectiveness of inquiry-based learning 

draws on interviews and blogs. Lisa persisted in trying to make inquiry-based learning 

accessible to all of her students despite teaching a class of varying interests and abilities. 

She had three students on math and writing IEPs, two students on speech services IEPs, 

one student on a 504 Plan, seven students identified as gifted, and eight students 

diagnosed with ADHD.  

More learning than in a traditional setup. This basic theme supports the 

organizing theme. Lisa said that with inquiry-based learning, some students were very 

creative and thrived with the ability to do whatever they can. However, for some 

students, taking ownership of their learning was not in their comfort zone, and they 

struggled. However, she said: 

So, it’s just kind of pushing them and making sure that they are learning . . . when 

it’s just not me standing over them. . . although, I tend to think that those learners 

wouldn’t really learn much by me standing over them anyway. So, really just 

trying to coax the best out of all of them, . . . and with 27 students . . . with such a 

variety of abilities and interests, . . . it’s really sometimes a challenge to coax the 

best and make sure they are all benefitting and learning . . . as much as I would 

hope. But I do think that compared to just more of a traditional setup . . . that there 

is a lot more learning by a lot more of the students in this way. 
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More learning with guidance and check-ins. This second basic theme supports 

the organizing theme. When asked to elaborate on how she helps students who are less 

motivated and self-directed, she responded that daily check-ins are crucial to keep track 

of student progress and areas where more support and guidance may be necessary.   

More learning with technology. The last basic theme which supports the 

organizing theme is technology. Lisa indicates that she hopes to incorporate more 

technology in the future through flip teaching and other digital technology. She stated in 

her blog: “By flipping the learning in a classroom, teachers create lessons, compile 

resources, and design activities to allow students to explore lessons at their own pace and 

in their own space.” 

She also hoped to leverage more technology to make her students more 

independent learners. In the year of this study, she had introduced a shared class 

notebook as a place for students to upload pictures and websites to help them in their 

research. She also said that she assigned quizzes to students online using a quiz feature in 

Microsoft Office. The class also had a school subscription to PowerTest, an online bank 

of questions for VA standards wherein she could assign quizzes to students. 

Organizing theme 2: Meaningful learning for students.  The second organizing 

theme draws on interviews and blogs. Although Lisa reported feeling pressure to cover 

state standards when engaging her students in inquiry-based instruction, her interviews 

indicated that she strongly believed that inquiry-based learning results in more 

meaningful and authentic learning for students. 
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Life skills. This basic theme supports the organizing theme of how authentic 

learning takes place for all students. Although Lisa reported feeling nervousness about 

having to cover required content within a given time frame, she strongly believed that 

inquiry-based instruction results in more authentic learning. She stated in one of her 

interviews: 

Some of the drawbacks are just kind of that nervousness of having them know the 

things they have to know, and it takes time to let them pursue a project. I can only 

imagine as we get close to the end of the year and crunch time, can I still give 

them this flexibility when I know what needs to be done? But I am hoping that I 

am helping them with life skills of managing time and learning to focus for 

themselves.  

Lisa also noted in her blog that, “Life skills that include teamwork, leadership, and 

accountability naturally develop as we proceed through these projects. Students are 

challenged to think creatively and critically, and learn to communicate their ideas to 

peers, adults, and younger children.” 

Meaningful learning. This basic theme supports the organizing theme of how 

meaningful learning takes place for all students. When asked about how she perceived the 

benefits of IBI, she remarked, “I think they are really having these meaningful 

connections to what they are learning and to what they are doing…and a lot of it is just 

very memorable.” 
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Research Question 2 

I developed a thematic network to answer research question 2: What factors 

influenced and supported the teachers’ use of inquiry-based instruction? The emerging 

global theme showed that Lisa’s belief in empowering students to know how to learn for 

life learn motivated her to embrace inquiry-based instruction. Organizations such as the 

Buck Institute of Education and Edutopia, professional development opportunities, and 

teacher collaboration supported Lisa’s use of inquiry-based instruction as explained by 

the organizing themes. The themes for this network are shown in Figure 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Figure 3: Lisa’s thematic network for Research Question 2. 
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Organizing theme 1: Empower students to know how to learn for life and lead 

in workforce. The first organizing theme was supported by interview data and Lisa’s 

professional development blog for the EdTech Team. A significant factor that played a 

role in Lisa’s use of inquiry-based instruction was her belief in empowering students to 

learn for life and to lead in the workforce by embracing a shift from “making children 

compliant, to creating engaging activities for students, to ultimately encouraging and 

empowering learners.” According to her blog, “an empowered learner is someone who 

makes decisions about their learning, has a voice in the process, reflects on what they 

understand, and pursues their passions.” 

Social studies not memorable. A basic theme that is connected to Lisa’s belief in 

empowering students for the future emerged from her own learning experiences as a 

student. When asked in our first interview how she remembered her K-12 years as a 

student, Lisa recounted,  

Middle and high school social studies . . . I felt it was like a lot of facts, notes, 

discussion . . . more so in the high school with the discussions, but I wasn’t ever 

very comfortable with being like on the spot, . . . so I was fine to just sit and just 

[take] notes, but it was not very memorable to me. 

On the other hand, she fondly remembered elementary school, and her second grade 

teacher in particular; she had a dollhouse in her classroom that Lisa played with. She 

enjoyed math throughout her school years. Although it was not always her strongest 

subject, it was logical and clear cut to her. She reported enjoying solving puzzles and 

figuring things out. These childhood experiences as a learner seemed to influence Lisa’s 
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beliefs about how students should learn and the goals of schooling, and thus influenced 

Lisa’s pedagogical choices in her teaching journey. Lisa strongly felt that “A school 

committed to preparing students for the future can no longer look like a school of the 

past.” 

Empowered to know how to learn for life. The second basic theme is related to 

Lisa’s strong belief in empowering her students to know how to learn for life so that they 

can lead in the workforce. Lisa noted in her blog:  

After just 5 years in school, these learners have already been trained to be 

compliant. They wait for a teacher to tell them how well they understand a 

concept; they listen for the teacher’s directions, and they don’t always monitor 

their own behavior but wait to be redirected by the teacher. Students who 

accurately assess their understanding and manage their actions and effort towards 

learning are empowered to know how to learn for life. I can only imagine that by 

guiding my students on this path in 5th grade, I will set them up for a deep, 

meaningful, educational journey throughout their schooling, thus developing a 

well-prepared adult to join and lead in the workforce. 

Organizing theme 2: Ongoing professional learning. This organizing theme 

confirms the factors which supported Lisa’s use of inquiry-based instruction. Interview 

data revealed that Lisa gained knowledge through organizations such as the Buck 

Institute of Education and Edutopia, other professional development avenues, and teacher 

professional networks.  
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Learning from Buck Institute of Education and Edutopia. The first basic theme 

is related to Lisa’s understanding of project-based learning through organizations such as 

the Buck Institute of Education and educational websites such as Edutopia. In her 

interviews, she said she accessed a lot of information on project-based learning from the 

Buck Institute of Education and Edutopia: 

I got a lot of information from the Buck Institute of Education [website] . . . and 

they have tons of free PjBL stuff,. . . rubrics to assess things, . . . videos. . . .I had 

our school buy a book for us . . . that we have shared among teachers . . . it just 

kind of really gives you the starter kit of like how to do this. . . . So, I found out a 

ton of stuff from them . . . and from Edutopia. 

Learning through professional development. The second basic theme connects to 

Lisa’s ongoing learning through professional development opportunities at universities 

and organizations such as EdTech Team. As Lisa gained more understanding through her 

personal research through BIE and Edutopia, she sought ways to expand her expertise. 

She participated in a summer academy which required her to design a Teacher 

Leadership project incorporating a primary need to address in her classroom and establish 

a goal for the school year. Lisa decided to do action research on project-based learning in 

social studies. Details on the summer academy have been provided in Chapter Three 

under “methods of data collection.” 

The following summer, she engaged in an online summer professional 

development course through EdTech Team. 
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Teacher professional network. The second basic theme related to Lisa’s ongoing 

professional learning is co-creating with others through a teacher professional network. 

After she completed her summer leadership program at a major university, she presented 

to her school at the beginning of the year what she had done over the summer. At her 

school presentation, she informed other teachers that she would be trying out project-

based learning based upon what she had been researching and asked if any other teachers 

wanted to try it with her and venture on the journey together. As a result, a professional 

learning community (PLC) was formed at her school. They started meeting about once a 

month. 

Anybody can come to the PLC to just kind of share ideas, to get answers. . . . So 

about once a month, . . . a group of teachers meet. . . . Sometimes some of the 

teachers have been to every meeting, and . . . we talk in the halls, we talk before 

and after school . . . about what we are doing. And then others just have kind of 

popped in. But that’s just been good for me. Talking about it and sharing with 

others . . . makes me understand it better.” 

In one of her blogs through the EdTech Team professional development course the 

following summer, she reflected,   

Teaching can be an isolating profession, with teachers alone in classrooms 

juggling full schedules and scarce resources. Collaborating with colleagues can be 

difficult due to time constraints, but also due to varying philosophies. In my 

career, I have seen many styles of teaching as well as passionate beliefs about 

what is best in education. Jumping into a global professional network of educators 
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allows me to align my own beliefs with what has empowered me as a teacher to 

do what I believe is best. Through Twitter and Facebook groups, I have connected 

with and begun to learn from experts and colleagues who share my passions. 

Summary of findings for Lisa. Findings supported by interviews, observations, 

professional development materials such as blogs and teaching materials such as the unit 

plan were presented in this section. I reported, by research question, themes for teachers’ 

conceptualizations and integration of inquiry-based instruction, factors which encouraged 

them to embrace such instruction, and their perspectives about the effectiveness of these 

methods for their students.  

Research Question 1a asked the following: How do social studies teachers 

conceptualize and engage their students in inquiry-based instruction? Lisa conceptualized 

inquiry as a process that empowers and motivates students to drive their own learning in 

real-world settings. Inquiry-based instruction was viewed as (a) motivating students 

through choice, curiosity and fun; (b) empowering students to drive their own learning; 

and (c) making learning align with real-world issues and skills. Lisa reflected on how she 

came to teaching: she believed in instilling in her students the intrinsic motivation to 

enjoy learning and be lifelong learners. Lisa employed project-based learning (based on 

the essentials of PjBL provided by Buck Institute of Education) as the inquiry-based 

instructional model for the unit. She used a PjBL planning form to create the unit. 

She started by creating a driving question for the unit. Lisa ensured that the 

driving question was an authentic problem or significant question that engaged students 

and required core subject knowledge to solve or answer. What emerged from the data 
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was a description of inquiry-based instruction as a platform with the potential to 

empower students to enjoy an authentic learning experience. Lisa indicated in her 

interviews and blogs that she shifted toward more student-driven instructional practices 

such as PjBL to give her students choice, agency, and real-world skills. This shift in 

instructional practices encompassed taking on more of a facilitator role in her classrooms. 

Research Question 1b asked the following: What do the teachers believe about 

the effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction for their students? In answering 

Research Question 1b, I analyzed interviews and blogs and surmised that Lisa 

believed that inquiry-based instruction results in more meaningful learning for a lot 

more students. Although Lisa felt pressure to cover the standards when engaging her 

students in IBI, she strongly believed that such instruction results in more meaningful 

learning for all her students. She believed that life skills that include teamwork, 

leadership, and accountability can be developed as students engage in project-based 

learning.  

Research Question 2 asked the following: What factors influenced and 

supported teachers’ use of inquiry-based instruction? In answering Research Question 

2, I analyzed interviews and blogs and surmised that the factor that influenced Lisa to 

seek to implement inquiry-based instruction was her belief that students need to be 

prepared for the 21st century, and the factor that supported her use of IBI was ongoing 

professional learning. What emerged from the interview data was that although she 

had always advocated for inquiry-based instruction as a means of empowering her 

students, it took several years of ongoing professional learning before developing the 
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confidence level to integrate a model of inquiry-based instruction such as project-

based learning with all of the necessary components. The affordances came with 

researching sites online, embarking on professional development opportunities 

through universities and other institutions, and playing a leadership role in her school 

by creating a PLC to support other classroom teachers looking to move to an inquiry 

model. Beyond this study, she intended to continue her journey through co-creating 

with professional networks on Twitter and Facebook. 

Lisa’s positive experiences with inquiry led her to begin planning ambitious 

initiatives for her future classes: she would like to incorporate more and more PBL units 

into her teaching. She plans to have her students create zoos and life-size deep sea 

submersibles, propose changes to improve the elementary school, etc. Lisa succinctly and 

powerfully stated in her blog: “As an innovative educator, I am trailblazing a new focus 

for my classroom. I am committed to empowering my students and guiding them on 

a path towards lifelong learning. Empowered learners will be the people who change our 

world.” 

Jason 

“Some of these kids have been in SOL for so long that they are used to just “tell me the 

answer, tell me the answer,” . . . and they are not “let me find the answer,” or “what are 

the alternatives?” So, one of the things I want to shift is that the questions belong to 

them.” 

Jason started his teaching career in 2000. At the time of this study, he had been 

teaching seventh grade history at the same school since he began teaching. He was also 
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the department chair at his school and a national board-certified teacher in early 

adolescence and social studies. He has received numerous teaching awards for making 

history come alive through inquiry-based instruction. Moreover, he is widely known for 

his simulations and his Oral History Day Project. The year of this study was the first year 

that Jason made a decision to approach the teaching of US history (1865-present) in a 

reverse fashion to the traditional way.  

My observations for the entire six weeks focused on the reverse teaching of the 

unit from Modern America to the Cold War/civil rights movement. At the time of the 

study, there was no SOL testing for history in seventh grade in his school district. Jason 

started with the present so that he could explore the material in an “effect and cause” way 

as opposed to the traditional “cause and effect” way.  He explained that starting with 

Modern America helps students first connect to the world around them in order to better 

understand history. He reinforced with the statement, “These kids know Modern America 

better than a lot of adults do.” 

When Jason spoke of inquiry-based instruction, he said, “We use the word 

‘inquiry’ so that the students want to know more, and sometimes we will turn over to 

them to find more, . . . sometimes it’s going to be with a little bit of a teacher aid.” 

Throughout the six weeks of this unit, which explored “the United States since World 

War II,” Jason used his own extended inquiry process by incorporating strategies such as 

the see-think-wonder, Themes of History, and Socratic debates.   

This study revealed three global themes pertaining to Jason (Table 7). In the 

sections that follow, each global theme and supporting organizing theme are presented 
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and explained with relevant supporting data. Each global theme explores a research 

question.  

 

Table 7 

 

Within-case Emergent Themes: Jason 

 

 

 Research 

Questions 

Global Themes Organizing Themes 

 

Data Sources 

  
 

 
 

 RQ1a Inquiry stimulates 

students to want to 

know more by 

shifting wondering, 

questioning, and 

critical thinking to 

them 

• Stimulating 

students to want 

to know more 

• Shifting 

questioning to the 

students 

• Shifting critical 

thinking to the 

students 

 

• Interviews  

• Observations 

• Teaching 

materials 

 RQ1b Inquiry-based 

instruction has to be 

that middle ground 

with some teacher 

aide  

• Preference for 

some teacher role 

and structure 

• Preference for 

mini PBL, such as 

DBQ, rather than 

extended PBLs 

• Interviews  

• Observations  

 RQ2 Desire to make 

history come alive 

and more interesting 

in a supportive 

school environment 

• Desire to make 

history come alive 

and more 

interesting 

• Supportive school 

environment 

 

• Interviews  

• Observations  
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Research Question 1a 

The goal of the first research question was to explore how social studies teachers 

conceptualize and engage their students in inquiry-based instruction (IBI). Based on the 

thematic data analysis, we can affirm that Jason conceptualized inquiry as a process that 

stimulates his students to “want to know more” by shifting “wondering,” “questioning,” 

and “critical thinking” to them, as explained by Global Theme 1. Data to support the 

themes were drawn from interviews, observations, and teaching materials. There is no 

hierarchical relationship between the organizing themes. The themes for this network are 

shown in Figure 4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Figure 4: Jason’s thematic network for Research Question 1a. 
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Global theme 1: Inquiry stimulates students to want to know more by shifting 

“wondering”, questioning”, and “critical thinking” to them.  

Organizing theme 1: Wanting to know more. The first organizing theme that 

supports Jason’s conceptualization of inquiry drew on interviews and observations. In 

one of the interviews, Jason defined inquiry as follows: “We use the word ‘inquiry’ so 

that [students] want to know more, and sometimes we will turn over to them to find 

more.” He added that, “images/visuals are a powerful way to make students build this 

inquiry. It makes them more curious.” Referring to my classroom observation of the same 

day, he pointed out, 

What we did today with these pictures that they are going to finish after lunch . . . 

when I show those images again, . . . they will sit up a little bit straighter, . . . they 

will lean in, . . . because they want to know what the story behind them, . . . is and 

there is a story behind each one of them. . . . There are also questions behind each 

one, . . . so I will project their questions while we are looking at the picture.”  

Emphasizing the use of images or visuals as a powerful way to prompt students to 

“want to know more” Jason added, “When I plan for a unit, I always want to make a very 

interesting inquiry-based introduction to it . . . as opposed to saying, ‘Here is what we are 

going to learn, children, and this is the way we are going to learn it.”  

Through my observations, I saw how Jason incorporated 10 images (primary 

sources) to encourage his students to “want to know more,” These 10 images contributed 

to his “See-Think-Wonder” strategy, explained in the following section, which was 

primarily used as a springboard to inquiry. The 10 images also reflected an effect/cause, 



136 

 

or inductive logic, as opposed to cause/effect, or deductive logic. Referring to the images, 

Jason mentioned, “The students are going to wonder what’s going on in the images. But 

we look at the effect, the end, instead of building up to it.” The basic themes, which 

support the organizing themes, are the See-Think-Wonder strategy, the effect-cause 

strategy, and Jason’s inquiry model. 

See-Think-Wonder strategy. This is the first basic theme that relates to how Jason 

stimulated the “need to know more” in his students through his unit planning. Jason 

started out the unit by having students look at 10 images running the gamut from 1945 – 

present and focusing on the dual tracks of the Cold War and the civil rights 

movement. The 10 images encompassed the whole unit and were introduced over a 

couple of lessons. In reference to the images, he pointed out, “It’s the introduction to the 

unit as a whole, . . . this is how they are drawn in.”  He employed the See-Think-Wonder 

strategy to draw students in with imagery. The students saw the images again in a 

subsequent lesson focusing on the topic, which they investigated further to determine 

how the images are all connected within the time period 1945-2015.  

I observed one of the introductory classes in which Jason utilized the See-Think-

Wonder strategy and had his students look at one of the 10 images. The image was of the 

Berlin Wall being torn down, but the students did not know it was the Berlin Wall. Many 

students, as was evident from their responses, had no background knowledge on the 

Berlin Wall. Jason asked them to explain what they saw without making any initial 

inferences. Many students responded that they saw a wall being torn down. Then, Jason 

debriefed the image to ensure that the students noticed all of the details that he wanted 
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them to notice. At this point, there was no inferring and no connecting the dots. 

Therefore, in the “See” phase, students were simply asked to report what they saw 

without any further analysis or inference. In the “Think” phase, they were allowed to use 

their background knowledge to make hypotheses about the meaning of the image. Jason 

looked at this step as the connect/express phase. Many students expressed that the picture 

appeared to be some kind of protest. Few had heard stories about the Berlin Wall. In a 

follow-up interview, Jason commented on their general responses: “I think they [were] 

making a connection back to the protest we did in class . . . the Ferguson thing.”  

In the “Wonder” phase, students asked analytical questions about the picture that 

they wanted to be answered later on. All of the student questions were captured in a 

Google form so that they could return to them throughout the unit. Jason mentioned that 

“The goal of the wonder phase is to generate the questions that they are supposed to 

investigate and analyze in this unit, with further clues along the way, in the form of 

primary documents to help them piece it all together.” Jason needed to scaffold in this 

phase, as students did not have much background knowledge about the images. For 

example, he asked them questions such as, “We have identified this is a wall, and you can 

clearly identify that there are some people trying to take it down. Why was the wall built 

it in the first place?” In a follow-up interview, Jason pointed out, “We are introducing 

something that they don’t have much background knowledge [about]. . . . There is some 

direct instruction and prompts from me as to what is going on in the picture.” Even 

though students do not have much background knowledge on the images, Jason believed 

that this approach worked much better than simply telling students why a wall was built, 
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or why it divided, or why was it taken down.” A similar approach was taken with pictures 

of the civil rights movement during the observations. 

The “wonder” finally results in the creation of some analytical questions and 

“hypotheses” to help students “discover” history in the next phase, the investigative 

phase (explained in the third basic theme).  

Effect/cause strategy. The second basic theme is the effect/cause strategy that 

Jason employed to encourage students to “want to know more” about each image. Each 

of the images illustrated an effect of a cause. For example, an image of Tiananmen 

Square was shown to the students. The students wondered what was going on in the 

image. Jason did not reveal the answer, but he provided prompts such as, “Why is this 

guy standing in front of the tank? What is going on here? Why is he in this situation?” 

Jason pointed out that by using inductive logic and looking at the effect, the end, instead 

of building up to it, students are encouraged to “think a little more and absorb a little 

more.” 

Jason’s inquiry model. This third basic theme addresses how Jason continued to 

build inquiry and the “want to know more” throughout his unit with his own inquiry 

process. As explained in the first basic theme, he employed the See-Think-Wonder 

strategy in phase 1 as a way to draw students into the unit. In one of our interviews, Jason 

reflected, “Showing these images up front and asking them to complete See-Think-

Wonder helps to build inquiry as students genuinely want to know if they were right in 

their hypotheses. However, we don’t affirm their answers right away and let the suspense 

build up as we continue with the unit.” Over the course of the six-week unit on civil 
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rights and the Cold War, Jason let the suspense build up by returning to these 10 original 

images in a variety of ways using different kinds of strategies.   

Following phase one, “Drawing In,” was phase two, the investigate phase. In the 

investigate phase, Jason focused on the topic/content of each image in greater detail by 

helping students build factual knowledge on the topic. Jason stated that, “Students are 

excited to see the images again and want to know if they were on the right path with their 

inferences [in phase one].” Therefore, the “want to know more” state of mind continued 

in the investigative phase. He further stated,  

On a broader scope, these images reflect the effects of the Cold War and civil 

rights movement so that when we return to these images, we can reflect on the 

students’ probing questions and inferences which were generated in phase 1 to 

investigate the cause of the movement.  In this investigate phase, therefore, 

students leverage questioning skills to discover the history of the Cold War and 

civil rights movement, for example, why a wall was built, why it divided, or why 

was it taken down.  

Organizing theme 2: Shifting questioning to students. The second organizing 

theme that supports Jason’s conceptualization of inquiry drew on interviews, 

observations, and teaching materials. Student questioning was an important element of 

the inquiry process for Jason. According to Jason,  

It’s great to ask questions as a teacher. . . . I actually have a set of questions, . . . I 

take Bloom’s Taxonomy, and I will make sure there is a question for each level of 

creating for the other levels, . . . which is great, but they are my questions. So one 
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of the things I want to shift is that the questions belong to them. . . . Maybe even 

they make their own essay questions and they answer [them]. 

Jason shifted questioning to students through the use of images and simulations as 

discussed by the basic themes. 

Use of images. This basic theme pertains to how Jason set the foundation for 

shifting questioning to students. According to Jason, the use of images at the outset of the 

unit through the See-Think-Wonder strategy awakened student curiosity about the topic, 

provided some background knowledge, generated student questioning, and ultimately 

prepared students to investigate and discover the answers. This first step set the 

foundation for questioning. For students somewhat familiar with the topic or theme, this 

phase connected them to their prior knowledge. However, for those unfamiliar with the 

topic, it provided a basic overview of the topic or theme’s “who, what, when, where, and 

why,” thereby providing an informational base from which to extrapolate questions. 

Employing the See-Think-Wonder strategy through images was, according to Jason, a 

great strategy to help students connect, wonder, and generate questions. 

Simulations. The second basic theme pertains to how Jason used simulations to 

shift questioning to students. I did not observe any simulations as part of my 

observations. However, Jason, who is famously known for his simulations, spoke very 

fondly about these activities in his interviews. When I asked him what his goals were 

with simulations, he replied,  

When you are in a simulation, … that creates questions . . . because if you put 

somebody within that moment, . . . they are going to be like, ‘Okay, why do you 
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do that?’ We have done sweatshop simulation . . . where they are working in a 

sweatshop, and so they are getting the sense of tedious work . . . I yell at them in 

Spanish, and they don’t understand, . . . I make it really hot, . . . I have factory 

noises, . . . and then we do an analysis of our questions after that. . . . We have 

done our own simulation as a whole team . . . because our team works really well, 

. . . and we process kids through the different stations in the cafeteria to mimic the 

experience. 

Organizing theme 3: Shifting critical thinking to students. The third organizing 

theme that underlies Jason’s conceptualization of inquiry drew on interviews, 

observations, and teaching materials. Jason’s ultimate goal was to have students be able 

to move up the Bloom’s Taxonomy to the highest level of cognitive skills: higher order 

critical thinking skills. He elaborated,  

So, the skill set that I want them to leave with is to think critically. In our school 

county we have the Portrait of the Graduate which is focused on things such as 

collaboration, critical thinking, creative thinking, and so on, . . . and those are the 

skills that are universal and transferable to their other subjects, . . . whereas 

memorization . . . is not really a skill. . . . With Google, you can look up anything, 

so why spend so much time on [it]? . . . I have a copy of Bloom’s Taxonomy in 

my room.”  

He employed Themes of History to shift higher level critical thinking skills to students. 

The Themes of History are ones that he came up with, on his own, during his first three 

years of teaching.  
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Themes of History (TOH). This basic theme addresses how Jason shifted higher 

order critical thinking skills to his students. I observed a class in which students were 

introduced to the seven Themes of History (TOH). These seven themes – created by 

Jason himself – were also displayed on the walls of his classroom. They are as follows:  

1. People have made sacrifices to make your life better. 

2. People have different views of the same event.  

3. If you don't change with the times, you will be left in the dust.  

4. People will fight over a lack of resources. 

5. If you mess with our ships, we will fight you.  

6. In times of trouble, Americans work together.  

7. Desperate times call for desperate measures.  

During the class, Jason opened the TOH template on PowerPoint and asked students to 

come up with non-history examples (from books, movies, their own lives, etc.) to 

understand the substance of the themes. Students had to give examples in class on their 

understanding of each theme by connecting it to their lives. For example, in response to 

the theme “People have made sacrifices to make your life better,” students gave the 

example “parents.”  In response to “People have different views of the same event,” 

students gave the example “the result of a football game.”  In response to “People will 

fight over a lack of resources,” students gave the examples “remote control” and “the last 

slice of cake.” 

Once they were able to understand what the TOH are, they worked on trying to 

identify and link the TOH to events that they had studied.  For example, when Jason 
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mentioned the passage of the Patriot Act of 2001, students grappled with which theme 

best applied to that particular event. However, as Jason pointed out later in a follow-up 

interview, “There is no right answer per se, as students can make a case for ‘desperate 

times call for desperate measures,’ or ‘if you don’t change with the times,’ or ‘people 

have different views of the same event.’” 

Once students understood and could apply the themes to singular events such as the 

Patriot Act, they were ready to attempt to connect one of the seven themes to an entire 

unit (using higher levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy to the events that they had learned 

about). Jason returned to this TOH connection toward the end of the unit when students 

were required to write essays on which theme of history best fit the entire unit. In 

reference to this essay, Jason stated, “Again, there is no wrong answer as long as they can 

support it with at least 3-4 pieces of evidence to prove their argument.” He added, “I refer 

to the Bloom’s Taxonomy chart that I have in my room a lot . . . because I want them to 

realize that with the themes of history, . . . the point that I made is . . . no test question can 

really deal effectively over the application level. . . . That is why we do the themes of 

history. . . .It’s differentiation and student choice and being able to defend their choices 

with evidence.” 

Socratic Seminar. The second basic theme addresses another way Jason shifted 

critical thinking to students. I did not observe the debate or Socratic seminar. However, 

when I asked him what his goals were for the Socratic seminar, Jason said,  

Once students have completed their essays, . . . we would have either a debate or 

Socratic Seminar in which different views could be introduced . . . with the 
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evidence from the essays. The goals of the debate and/or Socratic Seminar are to 

get students to the evaluation (Bloom’s again) level of their critical 

thinking. While I don’t have research to support this, I truly believe that time 

spent at analysis or above will result in long term retention of material as well as 

further development of their higher order thinking skills (let alone Portrait of a 

Graduate skill set).”   

When I asked him about other activities he uses to shift critical thinking, he replied,  

Example: we are learning about the Cuban Missile Crisis currently.  Instead of 

just telling them what happened and showing a related clip, I put them in the 

shoes of advisors to President Kennedy for them to look at the options from his 

perspective. . .  Any activit[ies] that requires students to think at the application, 

analysis, evaluation, or creating level are my favorite, and those that relegate 

students to the understanding and remembering level are not. 

Research Question 1b 

In this part, I discuss the findings for my research question 1b. In reference to 

inquiry-based instruction, Jason said, “students at that age [middle school] enjoy the 

challenges inherent in such an approach.”  In regard to the effectiveness of inquiry-based 

instruction, he believed that middle school age students are prepared cognitively to do 

some of those things, such as Socratic seminars, debates, etc. However, Jason felt that 

because history is so content-rich, there should be a greater role for teachers in delivering 

the content. Furthermore, he was supportive of mini problem-based inquiry models such 

as DBQs as opposed to extended problem-based inquiry models such as PBL because 
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“there is a tendency in PBL to allow kids just to run with it, . . . and they are not mature 

enough . . . unless you are constantly directing and redirecting.” Organizing and basic 

themes emerged from the interviews and observations, validating that Jason believed that 

inquiry-based instruction needs structure and some teacher aid. The themes for this 

network are shown in Figure 5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Figure 5: Jason’s thematic network for Research Question 1b. 
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because I do fear in some of those extended PBLs that there [are] a lot of things that can 

be dropped along the way when you completely turn over to kids.” The observations and 

interviews revealed the kinds of teacher aid Jason provided to ensure that the content was 

sufficiently delivered to students. This is supported by my basic themes: flip teaching and 

scaffolding techniques. 

Flip teaching. This basic theme addresses how Jason provided more support in 

order to make sure the content was delivered. He stated,  

History is going to be content-rich, so one of the things I also do is flip teaching 

where some of the lecture is done at home through videos. . . . I have over 40 

videos that students watch over the course of the year, which is the lecture part or 

the PowerPoint part so I do not have to do that in class. Why not use that class 

time to allow some level of interaction? . . . flip teaching, in my opinion, buys 

time . . . simple enough to do at home . . . with today’s technology. . . . You can 

rewind, also.  

Scaffolding techniques. This second basic theme addresses how Jason provided 

teacher aid to ensure that the content was sufficiently delivered to his students. In one of 

my observations, I saw Jason introduce the “SQ3R” strategy to students. The 

SQRRR or SQ3R is a reading comprehension method named for its five steps: survey, 

question, read, recite, and review. The method was introduced by Francis P. Robinson in 

his 1946 book, Effective Study. Jason used the method to offer a more efficient and active 

approach to reading the content-rich material to his students. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reading_comprehension
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francis_P._Robinson
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Organizing theme 2: Preference for middle ground approach. This organizing 

theme addresses the global theme of Jason’s belief that there should be a middle ground 

in inquiry-based instruction. As Jason succinctly stated, “There has to be that middle 

ground. . . . it’s not just lecture, . . . and it’s not just, ‘Okay, kids, here is the problem, 

now you go find it,’ . . . like a Montessori thing [where] you go and solve everything, but 

you are lacking structure.” The following basic themes support Jason’s middle ground 

approach. 

Constraints of extended PBL. This basic theme addresses Jason’s concern that 

“extended PBLs are time consuming and need more structure.” He admitted that he may 

not be as experienced with facilitating extended PBLs: “Maybe I am not as experienced 

in it. . . . One of the things about PBL is the time dedication to it . . . and the 

understanding that it takes a long time to do it effectively. . . . But we don’t always have a 

long time.” When I asked him, “So you feel one of the shortcomings was lack of time, 

and maybe it was a little too unstructured also?” his response was, “Yeah, I think there is 

a tendency in PBL to allow kids just to run with it, . . . and they are not mature enough . . 

. unless you are constantly directing and redirecting.” 

Preference for mini DBQs. This second basic theme addresses Jason’s concern 

that extended PBL models lead students to “just to run with it.” He reported preferring 

mini problem- based models such as mini DBQs. 

Research Question 2 

In this part, I discuss the findings for Research Question 2. I start this section by 

presenting the factors that influenced and supported the teachers’ use of inquiry-based 
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instruction based on data from interviews. The thematic data analysis reveals the desire 

on the part of each of the teachers to make history come alive and more interesting for 

students. Jason spoke of “memorable moments” that stemmed from his school days in 

Grade 10 when “his teacher did some simulations to make history come alive.” His 

personal travels and desire to make history more interesting for himself and his students 

provided the impetus to embrace inquiry-based instruction, as did a supportive school 

environment. The organizing themes which support the global theme are: (a) the desire to 

make history “come alive” and “more interesting” and (b) a supportive school 

environment. The themes for this network are shown in Figure 6. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Jason’s thematic network for Research Question 2.  
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Organizing theme 1: Make history come alive and more interesting. My 

findings for this organizing theme are supported by interview data. Jason’s personal 

journey in school and college shaped many of his core beliefs about how history should 

be taught. He stated in his interview, “Like with these themes of history and the stuff you 

do in middle school, . . . you have to get people to interact and process the material. You 

can’t tell them . . . what happened . . . and pour it in one ear and hope it doesn’t drip out 

the other ear. Hopefully it won’t be that approach that you see in here.” 

History comes alive in school life. This basic theme addresses the influence 

Jason’s school life had on him. In interviews, Jason described his social studies classes 

“as mostly mixed because each teacher brought a different set of skills, a different 

enthusiasm, a different passion, and different teaching styles.” He reflected on his 

seventh-grade social studies classes: “I have often said that my seventh grade teacher 

from whenever it was . . . was very boring . . . worksheets after worksheets.” However, it 

was his travels to the areas of the world that his teacher had talked about that stimulated 

his interest, as he was able to make connections to what he was learning in school beyond 

the worksheets: “In seventh grade, my father, who was a minister, took a congregation to 

Israel and to Egypt. . . . So I had done some travel to the areas of the world that my 

teacher was talking about. . . that was interesting.” He recalled his eighth grade history 

teacher as using a storytelling approach that made history interesting to him: “I had an 

eighth grade teacher who was a great storyteller . . . about world history, . . . not 

necessarily inquiry-based teaching, . . . it was more just like that he knew his stuff. . . . 

People would sit there and be interested in what he had to say. . . . he just told stories.” 
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Reflecting further, he added, “and then my high school teachers . . . my 9th grade teacher 

was terrible . . . no classroom management.” However, Jason fondly remembered his 

tenth-grade history class: “I had a great tenth grade teacher who did some simulations 

with us and made history come alive, as they say.” 

On his high school experience, Jason remarked that he had a good teacher for eleventh 

and twelfth grades and enjoyed the freedom of taking electives: 

I took psychology and sociology . . . you know in high school you can take those 

specialized classes? . . . I enjoyed that, . . . and so I guess it was natural to want a 

history degree, . . . but I didn’t think when I was getting a history degree what I 

was going to do with it. . . . It had not dawned on me that I [was] going to become 

a teacher, . . . but my high school teachers were better than my college teachers, . . 

. which I find is often the case. . . . I had a teacher, . . . an old guy, . . . I am sure 

he has passed away by now. We called him Machine Gun McCarthy.  

Teaching through inquiry-based instruction is more interesting. This basic 

theme addresses Jason’s views on inquiry-based instruction. When asked what inspired 

him to embrace practices that teach through active rather than didactic means, Jason 

asserted,  

Because it is more interesting to them and to me … every once in a while, . . . 

there are lectures in here, . . . and I think that they can be effective. . . . It is often 

when we are short on time or towards the end of the unit. . . . I would like to think 

that I am pretty good at that one, . . . but it’s transmission of knowledge as 

opposed to them questioning and wondering which theme is it, . . . or how does 
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this relate over time, . . . these connections I would like them to make. . . . It’s a 

lot more interesting for them and for me. 

When I further asked him in the interview, whether inquiry-based instruction increases 

student motivation, he replied, “Student interest, yes! Motivation, . . . I do not know, . . . 

that’s hard to measure, . . . but when we are doing a simulation, . . . or when we are doing 

things that get them to think, the image thing, they will be into it, . . . as opposed to read 

this and answer the textbook questions. . . . That’s not inspiring, and that’s not the way 

life works either.” 

Views on purpose of history. This basic theme addresses Jason belief that history 

is more than a mere transmission of facts. In one of the interviews, he stated, “I want 

students to know and understand that history is more than a set of dusty facts marching 

down a meaningless timeline. To truly comprehend that statement and apply it to their 

lives, they need to be able to focus on the interaction of people and events as well as to 

see history thematically. They need to make connections between subjects and 

comparisons over time and space.” 

Organizing theme 2: Supportive school environment. Jason stated that the reason 

he had been successful in enacting inquiry-based instruction was because of the support 

he had received from his administration and the school district as well as from the age 

group he taught: 

Administration support. This first basic theme addresses the organizing theme of 

a supportive school environment. Jason mentioned the support he had from his 

administration, “The principals have been supportive of such approaches as well possibly 
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because students at this school also do very well on standardized tests such as the SOL, 

so perhaps we have more license to experiment with inquiry-based such as PBL and have 

those academic conversations. There is a coordinator for the county, a social studies 

coordinator, we have her blessing, . . . she trusts us to do it.” 

Middle school age group. This second basic theme addresses another factor 

which supported Jason’s success in enacting inquiry-based instruction. Jason believed 

that kids in middle school are not afraid or shy which make it possible for him to engage 

them in simulations and other inquiry approaches. He asserted that in elementary school, 

kids are not prepared cognitively to do some of those things while kids in high school are 

not willing to put themselves out there. Jason stated, 

I can attribute the successful implementation of inquiry-based lessons and units 

primarily to the age group that I teach, as middle school is, in my opinion, the best 

setting for such approaches. Students have developed cognitively to the point of 

being able to grapple with such topics, and I believe that students at that age enjoy 

the challenges inherent in such an approach. 

Summary of findings for Jason. Findings supported by interviews, observations, and 

classroom documents were presented in this section. I reported, by research question, 

themes for teachers’ conceptualizations of inquiry-based instruction, factors which 

caused them to embrace IBI, and their perspectives about the effectiveness of such 

instruction for their students.  

Research Question 1a asked the following: How do social studies teachers 

conceptualize and engage their students in inquiry-based instruction? Jason 
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conceptualized inquiry as stimulating students to “want to know more” by shifting 

‘wondering,’ ‘questioning,’ and ‘critical thinking’ to them. Jason defined inquiry as 

follows: “We use the word ‘inquiry’ so that [students] want to know more, and 

sometimes we will turn over to them to find more.” He believed that imagery is a 

powerful way to make students build this inquiry as it makes them more curious. He 

started out the unit with 10 images which showed an effect/cause approach covering the 

topics of the unit. He employed the See-Think-Wonder strategy and these 10 images to 

draw students in and generate analytical questions to drive the unit. The students saw the 

images again in a subsequent lesson focusing on the topic, which they investigated 

further to determine how the images are all connected within the time period 1945-2015. 

In the investigate phase, Jason drew on the analytical questions to focus on the 

topic/content of each image in greater detail, helping students to build factual knowledge 

on the topic. There was a lot of emphasis on shifting questioning to students. In the 

evaluative stage, the Themes of History and Socratic seminars were used to serve Jason’s 

goal of advancing his students up the Bloom’s Taxonomy to the highest level of cognitive 

skills: higher order critical thinking skills. He employed the Themes of History and 

Socratic seminars to shift higher level critical thinking skills to students. 

Research Question 1b asked the following: What do the teachers believe about the 

effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction for their students? In answering Research 

Question 3, I analyzed interviews and observations, and surmised that Jason felt that 

because history is so content-rich, there should be a greater role for teachers in delivering 

the content. Furthermore, he supported mini problem based inquiry models such as DBQs 
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instead of extended problem based inquiry models such as PBL because “there is a 

tendency in PBL to allow kids just to run with it, . . . and they are not mature enough . . . 

unless you are constantly directing and redirecting.” Jason loved to have students to come 

up with conclusions on their own instead of revealing the answers to them. However, he 

provided some teacher aid through flip teaching and scaffolding techniques. 

Research Question 2 asked the following: What factors influenced and supported 

the teachers in their use of inquiry-based instruction? The thematic data analysis reveals 

(a) a personal desire to make history “come alive” and “more interesting,” which 

encouraged Jason to embrace inquiry-based instruction, and (b) a supportive school 

environment that assisted him in enacting the instruction. Jason fondly remembered his 

tenth-grade history class; his teacher did simulations with the students and thus made 

history come alive. He resented the transmission of facts through a didactic approach as 

evident from his interviews. Furthermore, he maintained that teaching through inquiry 

was not only more interesting for his students, but also for him. 

Jason acknowledged that the administration at his school and the county had been 

supportive of his approaches and had given him license to experiment with inquiry-based 

instruction. He also attributed his success to the age group he taught as middle school in 

his opinion is the best setting for such approaches.  

 

Ryan 

“I am really interested in career or workplace readiness, . . . trying to have students 

learn and apply what they are learning in a classroom to a real-world situation.” 
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Ryan started his teaching career in 2003 and, at the time of this study, had been 

teaching seventh grade at his school since 2006. He had been primarily teaching civics 

for seven years. He was the chair for his department and a national board-certified 

teacher. He received numerous teaching awards for his efforts to teach civic 

responsibility through project-based learning and other methods of experiential learning. 

At the time of the study, there was SOL testing for civics in seventh grade at his school 

district. 

Ryan employed project-based learning (PjBL) as the inquiry-based learning 

model for the civics unit I observed. He defined inquiry-based instruction as “the idea of 

having students explore and investigate through a process. A process where they identify 

a problem or something they want to solve, . . . a process to explore, to investigate, to 

research, to identify strengths and weaknesses, to come up with a solution and to be able 

to argue, . . . to articulate it.” 

The PjBL framework he used to guide the students in the election campaign 

project was the five-phase Project-Based Inquiry Approach to Learning from the Buck 

Institute of Education (Spires et al., 2012). The five phases are: (a) asking a compelling 

question or exploring the driving question; (b) gathering and analyzing information, (c) 

creating and synthesizing information, (d) evaluating and revising; and (e) publishing, 

sharing, and acting (presenting). 

When he planned the unit, he used the four major criteria of the Buck Institute for 

Education (BIE) as guidelines: (a) project must be based on the curriculum and not an 

extension or enrichment activity; (b) project must be realistic, usually with a focused 
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question or problem; (c) project must involve constructive investigation; and (d) project 

must be student-driven to a significant degree with the teacher helping to facilitate and 

guide students who may have veered from the original goals of the unit (Larmer & 

Mergendoller, 2010). 

The driving question for the unit was “What is necessary to run an effective 

election campaign” The goal of the civics unit was to apply understanding of the election 

process by creating an Election Campaign Project based on winning an election and 

improving the school. During the seven weeks of this unit, students were placed into 

groups of seven or eight to form a political party. Students then created their own 

political party name, mascot, and slogan and nominated a presidential candidate. Students 

decided on three campaign ideas with the ultimate goal of improving the school whether 

or not their party won the election. They conducted research and each party implemented 

an action plan for their best campaign idea. On Election Day, they presented their ideas 

and voting took place, and the results were announced during the next class.  The 

winning political party from each group presented their project to the entire seventh 

grade.  At least two of the seven groups received funding from the PTA grant, but the 

overall goal was for students to improve the school.  

This study revealed three global themes that pertained to Ryan (Table 8). In the 

sections that follow, each global theme and supporting organizing themes are presented 

and explained with relevant supporting data. Each global theme explores a research 

question.  
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Table 8 

 

Within-case Emergent Themes: Ryan 

 

 

 Research 

Question 

Global Themes Organizing Themes Data Sources 

  

RQ1a 

 

Inquiry-based instruction 

is a real-world decision-

making/investigative 

process which help 

students develop 

ownership of learning 

 

• Connecting and 

preparing 

students for 

real-world 

• Exploring, 

investigating 

and solving 

through a 

process 

• Developing 

ownership of 

learning  

 

• Interviews 

• Observations 

• Teaching 

materials 

 RQ1b Improving one’s craft 

through a personal 

journey and professional 

growth  

• Finding 

purpose and 

passion 

• Professional 

growth  

• Interviews 

 RQ2 Inquiry-based instruction 

results in greater self-

efficacy and buy-in for all 

students    

• Greater self-

efficacy with 

self-regulation 

skills and 

check-ins 

• Buy-in through 

student voice, 

choice and 

engagement 

  

• Interviews 

• Observations 

• Teaching 

materials 
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Research Question 1a 

The goal of the first research question was to explore how social studies teachers 

conceptualize and engage their students in inquiry-based instruction. Data to support the 

themes were drawn from interviews, observations, and classroom documents. The 

thematic data analysis affirms that Ryan conceptualized inquiry as a real-world decision-

making/investigative process that helps students develop ownership of learning. The 

organizing themes are (a) connecting and preparing students for real world; (b) exploring, 

investigating and solving through a process; and (c) developing ownership of learning. 

The themes for this network are shown in Figure 7. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Ryan’s thematic network for Research Question 1a. 
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Global theme 1: The thematic data analysis affirms that Ryan conceptualized 

inquiry-based instruction as a real-world decision-making process/investigative process 

that helps students develop ownership of learning.  

Organizing theme 1: Connecting and preparing students for the real world. The 

first organizing theme that supports Ryan’s conceptualization of inquiry-based instruction 

drew on interviews, observations, and teaching materials. The basic themes, in this case, 

were workplace readiness skills and authentic learning. Ryan stated the following: “I 

guess my ultimate goal is empowering students through engaging learning experiences 

that are authentic and real-world, . . .that have the students really think beyond learning 

the basic knowledge to think, problem solve, collaborate, and experience what they are 

going to face in world today.” 

Workplace readiness skills. The first basic theme related to how Ryan prepared 

his students for the real world is fostering workplace readiness skills. Ryan defined 

workplace readiness skills as the personal qualities, skills, and knowledge students need 

leaving K-12 schooling to meet the demands of the 21st century workplace, e.g., problem 

solving, collaboration, flexibility, and presentation skills. Ryan stated in his interview,  

Something that really interested me and made me sort of become interested in 

inquiry-based learning is career or workplace readiness, . . . trying to have 

students learn and apply what they are learning in a classroom to a real-world 

situation. Seeing kids I was working with at [a] shelter but also seeing their 

parents who were trying to learn these real-world skills to get jobs, . . . who didn't 

maybe graduate from high school or who didn't have the . . . social capital or help. 
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So what I am focusing on are the real-world skills that could be transferred to 

other classes, . . . to their future experiences, to have them really think about even 

right now about their careers through a civics and social studies lens. 

During the seven weeks that I observed the unit, Ryan focused on developing workplace 

readiness skills such as collaboration skills, presentation skills, and problem-solving 

skills. 

Collaboration skills. During the election campaign unit, students were placed into 

groups of seven or eight to form political parties. As groups, they had to collaborate to 

create a political party name, mascot, and slogan and nominate a presidential candidate. 

Some of the party names were the “Political Pineapples Party,” the “Panda Party,” and 

the “Student Voice Party.” As groups, they also collaborated to decide on three campaign 

ideas based on school spirit and service. Some of the campaign ideas included having a 

schoolwide trivia contest, promoting makerspace, experiential learning, and promoting 

middle school sports. Collaboratively, within their groups, they researched to see if their 

ideas would truly improve the school and came up with the best solutions for their action 

plan.  

Presentation skills. On Election Day, students presented their projects as groups. 

The aim of each party was to persuade the voters (audience) to vote for their candidate. 

Students were taught specific presentation skills and persuasive techniques. Presentation 

skills such as verbal, written, digital, and appearance were assessed on the Election Day. 

An election campaign assessment rubric was provided to the students with the following 

criteria: (a) uses attention getting strategy; (b) demonstrates the decision-making model; 
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(c) body language and eye contact; (d) enthusiasm and teamwork; (e) conclusion; and (f) 

professional appearance and behavior. 

Problem-solving skills. The students had to do preliminary research to see if their 

ideas were truly problems at the school or would improve the school. Artifacts (formative 

assessments) were used to guide students to problem solve. For example, Artifact A 

addressed an essential question: “What makes your idea an effective platform?” In order 

to test whether their ideas constituted effective platforms, students were encouraged to 

connect to what makes platform/campaign ideas effective in the real world. They 

discussed stakeholders, time, resources, opposing viewpoints, clarity, research 

components, benefits, and propaganda as themes to be addressed. Furthermore, they had 

to rate their ideas on a scale of 1-5 to decide on the best platform idea. Once they had 

decided on the idea, they had to explain the problem, the best solution, and their action 

plan. Students met with the principal to gain approval for their ideas, after which some 

groups revised or changed their platform ideas to incorporate her input.   

Later, students did research and developed their platform ideas within their 

groups.  Some students conducted interviews with teachers, researched specific facts 

about their ideas, and conducted surveys to develop their argument. Individually or in 

groups, students completed projects to explain one platform idea or why people should 

vote for their presidential candidate through one of the following mediums: video, 

pamphlet, poster, website, newspaper article, etc. 

When asked what benefits he perceived with this kind of learning, Ryan responded, 
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So I think they have a deeper understanding, . . . a deeper way of experiencing 

how it looks like in the real world, . . . so that is the knowledge aspect. The skill 

set is you know the students are learning with all these presentations they do with 

this project component, . . . so they are more confident speaking and working on 

how they actually present in front of people. The skill set of working 

collaboratively, . . . what you are going to see are students in groups of seven to 

eight students learning how to sort of work together. . . . I have them create 

norms, . . . sort of help guide them, . . . so I think all those different skill sets that 

students are learning are going to help them . . . [with] problem solving skills 

[and] . . . going through the research process. 

Authentic learning. Authentic learning, the second basic theme, emerged as a 

distinguishing characteristic of inquiry-based learning. Ryan discussed in his interview 

that authenticity was a key factor in the learning approach he advocated for: 

The inquiry-based learning gets back to this idea of a real-world situation which 

interests me, . . . the authentic piece, . . . where students are going to have to think 

for themselves . . . whether it is in high school, . . . but also beyond, . . . they need 

to have these problem solving skills. . . . They need to be able to sort of look at a 

situation and look at it from different perspectives, . . . be able to do research and 

be able to articulate and form their opinion but have evidence of it, . . . not just to 

say, ‘Oh, this is because this is what my teachers told me to do,’ . . . I guess to 

think on their own . . . that’s why I started to create it. 
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Another way of describing the authenticity aspect is that it addresses real-world 

problems. The driving question for this unit was, “What is necessary to run an effective 

election campaign?” According to Ryan, the driving question involved a real-world 

problem that was meaningful to students to motivate them to explore the issue in-depth. 

However, through this big driving question, students were able to engage their own 

interests and understanding to come up with a topic/idea of particular interest to them. 

During the seven-week unit, students learned how a real campaign works by constructing 

their own campaign ideas based on their interests. On the first day of my observation, we 

went on a tour of the school so that students could brainstorm ideas about how to improve 

the school. Students extensively researched whether their final ideas were significant 

issues or problems by conducting surveys and interviews with stakeholders in the school 

community. On Election Day, the last day of my observation, students presented their 

projects in groups to persuade real voters to vote for their respective candidates. Voting 

took place, and the results were announced during the next class. Therefore, from start to 

finish, authenticity characterized all of the election campaign project tasks. The 

formalized elements of the curriculum (SOL content) were weaved into daily lessons to 

ensure students were acquiring the knowledge necessary to pass the SOL exams. For 

example, Ryan implemented a daily task sheet that required students to demonstrate 

understanding of the civics SOL content.  

Organizing theme 2: Explore, investigate, solve through a process. The second 

organizing theme that supports Ryan’s conceptualization of inquiry drew on interviews, 

observations, and teaching materials. According to Ryan, “inquiry-based learning is the 
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idea of having students explore and investigate through a process.” He asserted that 

within IBI, the process is important: “A process where students explore, identify a 

problem or something they want to solve . . . and [go] through a process to explore, to 

investigate, to research, to identify strengths and weaknesses, to come up with a solution, 

and to be able to argue,. . . to articulate it.” Therefore, an important element of Ryan’s 

teaching approach was his commitment to an inquiry process which closely matched the 

five-phase Project-Based Inquiry Approach to Learning (Spires et al., 2012). The five 

phases are: (a) asking a compelling question or exploring the driving question; (b) 

gathering and analyzing information; (c) creating and synthesizing information; (d) 

evaluating and revising; and (e) publishing, sharing and acting (presenting).This was used 

as a framework to guide the students in the election campaign project. 

Inquiry process. This basic theme pertains to how Ryan facilitated an 

investigative process during the unit. Ryan believed that for students to succeed, they had 

to learn how to complete each part of the process. An election campaign graphic 

organizer was distributed to the students modeling the five-phase project-based inquiry 

approach to learning. As a class, Ryan began by engaging his students in discussing each 

step and had them complete the graphic organizer to inform them of the steps they would 

be going through during the course of the seven weeks. The first step involved exploring 

ways to approach the driving question. The driving question for the unit was “What is 

necessary to run an effective election campaign to improve school?” Therefore, the first 

step was to brainstorm ideas to improve the school. This stage involved students rating 

their ideas based on themes.  
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The second step in the PjBL inquiry approach was the research component: 

gathering and analyzing information to produce evidence in support of their campaign 

ideas. At this stage, students explored their respective topics by researching on the 

internet, surveying and interviewing the school community, gathering information about 

their problems, and testing their hypothesized questions.  

The third step in the PjBL inquiry approach required students to create and 

synthesize information. This step occurred after students had completed research and 

thought about other possible ways to answer the question. 

The fourth step in the PjBL inquiry approach required students to evaluate and 

revise their work. Students self-evaluated using an external measure, e.g., a rubric, and 

also received feedback and suggestions from their peers and teacher. Student reflection 

helped them keep to or revise their goals and strategies in order to finish the task.  

The last step in the inquiry approach is to publish, present or do an action 

component. 

Teacher support in the inquiry process. The second basic theme explains how 

the teacher supported the inquiry process. Ryan focused on helping students do their 

research by providing them with tools to conduct surveys and interviews. Ryan also 

assisted students during the research process by teaching them how to write emails to 

different stakeholders. According to Ryan, “I look at their emails before they send them. . 

. . I think that it is an important skill to teach them how to write an email.” He also acted 

as a metacognitive coach, explicitly teaching students self-regulated learning (SRL) 
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strategies because he believes that it is critical for students to set goals, self-monitor their 

progress, and reflect on their progress. 

Organizing theme 3: Developing student ownership. The third organizing theme 

that underlies Ryan’s conceptualization of inquiry drew on interviews, observations, and 

teaching materials. Ryan’s ultimate goal was to have students take ownership of their 

learning by encouraging them to be self-regulated and resourceful. As defined by Ryan, 

self-regulation includes aspects such as planning, setting goals, using selective strategies 

to achieve goals, self-monitoring progress, adjusting goals or environment as needed, and 

self-evaluating (Zimmerman, 2002). He noted that helping students take ownership of 

their work “takes a lot of scaffolding and it takes a lot of process,” but continued on a 

positive note, “Hopefully you will see that in the classroom . . . that I have sort of 

imparted this way of thinking, . . . these self-regulated strategies, . . . a lot of self-

monitoring. You will see students setting goals, students really self-evaluating, . . . which 

I feel [is] lacking in education as I see it today.” 

Infusing self-regulation skills. This basic theme pertains to how student 

ownership was developed during the course of the unit. As Ryan pointed out, “It is very 

important to me that students take ownership of their learning.” During my observations, 

I noted that self-regulation skills were taught as separate skills, but not in an isolating 

manner. Ryan infused self-regulation skills in a systematic manner using SMART goals 

and strategic planners. Ryan explained that by infusing self-regulation skills in a 

systematic manner, it helps students effectively manage their time, monitor their 
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progress, and persist through challenges toward meeting and exceeding project 

expectations while improving self-efficacy and other attributes.  

Students were explicitly taught how to create and use the SMART goal setting 

strategy – specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, timely – during a PowerPoint 

presentation. In one of the classes I had observed at the beginning of the unit, students 

were asked to set realistic goals. Ryan pointed out that this SRL strategy helps students 

monitor their actions by evaluating their work on continual basis and make necessary 

changes to goals.  

Ryan also distributed strategic planners to each student and asked them to refer to 

them throughout the project to self-monitor their progress on their goals. The planner was 

divided into three sections: (a) awareness of knowledge; (b) awareness of thinking; and 

(c) awareness of thinking strategies. The section on awareness of knowledge had the 

following prompts: (a) what do I already know in order to complete this project? and (b) 

what do I still need to learn to complete this project? The section on awareness of 

thinking required them to map out the specific tasks they had to complete throughout the 

entire project, as well as the materials or resources they would need. The last section on 

awareness of thinking strategies had prompts such as: what strategies will you use to 

complete the steps in the project? 

Research Question 1b 

In this section, I will present a thematic network I developed to answer research 

question 1b. Organizing and basic themes emerged showing that Ryan viewed inquiry-

based instruction as resulting in greater self-efficacy, learning, and buy-in for students. 
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The term “self-efficacy” refers to the personal belief about the capability of performing 

an action or completing a specific task or desired behavior (Bandura, 2006), or as 

impacting the amount of effort that students use in self-directed learning, persistence and 

strategies toward a task (Zimmerman, 2002). Thus, when I use the term “self-efficacy” in 

this section, I am referring to Ryan’s definition. Data to support the themes were drawn 

from interviews. The organizing themes encompassed by the global theme are: (a) greater 

self-efficacy with teaching of SRL strategies, and (b) greater buy-in for all students. I 

discuss each of these organizing themes individually. The themes for this network are 

shown in Figure 8. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Ryan’s thematic network for Research Question 1b. 
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Global theme 2: Inquiry-based instruction results in greater self-efficacy, 

learning, and buy-in for students.  

Organizing theme 1: IBI results in self-efficacy with SRL skills and check-ins. 

The first organizing theme that supports Ryan’s explanation on the effectiveness of IBI 

draws on interviews and observations. According to Ryan, through his research and 

teaching experience with PjBL, he has been able to demonstrate that students develop 

high self-efficacy with explicit instruction on self-regulated learning. He provided a 

student-centered inquiry-based approach and taught students explicit strategies to set 

goals to help them work toward completing challenging tasks. As Ryan explicitly 

mentioned, self-regulatory processes such as goal setting, self-monitoring, and self-

evaluation can be learned from explicit instruction and modeling by teachers. 

Greater learning with teaching of SRL skills. This first basic theme supports the 

organizing theme of how greater self-efficacy is achieved. Ryan mentioned, “Through 

research, I saw how using the intervention of SRL and infusing it into a PjBL impacts 

what students are able to achieve . . . through their project knowledge, as well as their 

content knowledge, as well as their self-efficacy.” He further noted: 

So that is very important to me being a facilitator, . . . trying to really have 

students take ownership of their learning. It takes a lot of scaffolding, and it takes 

a lot of process, but hopefully what you will see also in the classroom depending 

on what class and what time, . . . you will see a lot of self-monitoring,  you will 

see students setting goals, students really self-evaluating and sort of thinking 

through. 
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More learning with guidance and check-ins. This second basic theme supports 

the organizing theme. When asked to elaborate on how he handles the challenges of 

PjBL, Ryan responded, 

The challenge in itself is that with that open-endedness, …if [students] do not 

have some basic self-directed skill set, . . . they are not going to know how to 

even approach it, where if you are doing one task and basically doing the same 

thing you can walk  everyone through it,. . . you know where everyone is. I think 

the way to get around that is having these little check-ins with students. . . . So, 

for example, even the task of brainstorming school campaign ideas, . . . like 

having them check off, . . . seeing that they came up with seven ideas and then 

having them narrow it down, . . . like checking in with them. . . so, I think the way 

to get around that is little benchmarks or check-ins throughout to make sure kids 

are on track, . . . and then you can guide the kids who are not on track. 

Organizing theme 2: IBI results in greater buy-in for his students. As revealed 

from interviews, Ryan strongly believed that IBI results in greater buy-in for students. 

Ryan stated,  

I am trying to think of a traditional classroom . . . There is a test, . . . either the 

kids know or they don’t, . . . or essentially they can either demonstrate they have 

done really well, or they are not doing well. Whereas in project-based or inquiry-

based, there is not one right answer, . . . so I think that allows students some 

creativity and student buy-in and interest . . . that allows students to excel in 

different ways. So, I think the effectiveness is that it’s not just one way of doing 



171 

 

it, . . . and it lends itself to students choosing things that are of interest to them or 

that they see of importance, . . . and I think that’s huge for motivation, and not just 

motivation, but their effort and what they learn from it. 

Fosters choice. This basic theme supports the organizing theme of how IBI 

results in greater buy-in for students. Ryan provided student choice in this PjBL unit. 

Students were allowed to answer the driving question with campaign ideas of their own. 

For the culminating activity, the election, each team had a choice in how they wanted to 

present their campaign ideas and explain their candidate, party, and issues to the voters. 

They had the following options: (a) create a video; (b) create a pamphlet; (c) create a 

poster; (d) create a website; and (e) create a newspaper and write an editorial or op-ed 

about the candidate, party, and issues. Ryan noted in one of the interviews: “I think what 

makes it . . . inquiry but sort of the project-based is that it is very student driven in the 

sense of its a choice,. . . so maybe a student is more comfortable creating a website and 

demonstrating their understanding through the website. . . . So it’s essentially taking this 

knowledge and being able to apply it, but apply it in something that is their strength.” 

Gives voice. The second basic theme supports the organizing theme of how there 

is greater buy-in for all the students. When asked about what he views as the benefits of 

IBI, Ryan remarked,  

So, the idea that they can make a difference within their school community, that is 

huge. This was 4 years ago, a girl who essentially said, as part of her reflection, 

that she never thought that adults would take her seriously until this project, and 

that she had this voice now, and she felt that she could talk to adults and they 
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would actually listen, and that was her big profound moment: ‘I am a seventh 

grader, I can make a difference.’ 

Fosters engagement. The third basic theme illustrates student engagement. When 

asked about the benefits of IBI, Ryan pointed out,  

So the benefits . . . very engaging. . . . Now they have been doing it for couple of 

years, the students know some of these projects, and they are like ‘I can't wait to 

do this,’ so they already have the experience, . . . they are invested or interested. . 

. . I think the students learn not only the knowledge, . . . the basic facts, . . . but 

they have a lot more deeper understanding because they are going through 

different experiences. They are actually not learning from, ‘Oh, this is what it says 

in the book,’ but they are actually experiencing it. . . . When we talk about 

campaign literature during this unit, . . . the students are thinking about how they 

can apply that campaign literature to their own election, . . . so this [is] real world. 

Research Question 2 

I start this section by presenting the factors that afforded teacher learning and 

enactment of inquiry-based instruction, based on data from interviews. The thematic data 

analysis revealed a personal passion to prepare students for workplace readiness as a 

motivating factor in embracing IBI. However, it was a combination of factors such as 

developing comfort level, a supportive administration, participating in professional 

development, and learning through a doctoral program which provided the impetus to 

enact inquiry-based instruction. Ryan’s perspectives of factors that supported his learning 

and enactment of inquiry-based instruction are presented by the organizing themes: a 
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personal and reflective journey and professional growth. The themes for this network are 

shown in Figure 9. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Ryan’s thematic network for Research Question 2. 
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motivation, passion, and purpose with regard to workplace readiness. It was more than 

just a teaching strategy; it reached into the heart of how he wanted to teach. 

Internal Motivation. Ryan spoke of an internal motivation or passion that 

stemmed from his college days working at homeless shelters. He acknowledged those 

three years as having indirectly impacted his interest in workplace readiness and social 

justice: “While at college, I worked at the Center for the Homeless for three years, which 

was the main homeless shelter in Southbend. I actually worked closely in tutoring 

programs, and then I worked with some students as part of an internship. . . . I got to do 

two weeks in different segments.” Reflecting further on the impact this experience had on 

him, he said, “I am really interested in college and career or workplace readiness [and] 

trying to have students learn and apply what they are learning in a classroom to a real-

world situation. . . . Seeing kids I was working with at this shelter, but also seeing their 

parents who were trying to learn these real-world skills to get jobs . . . who didn't maybe 

graduate from high school or who didn't have the . . . social capital or help, . . . indirectly, 

. . . it did impact me.” 

Something else Ryan was interested in in college was social justice, so he pursued 

a minor in a course called Education Schooling and Society. Ryan pointed out that his 

college did not have an education program, but it did offer this course, which looked at 

children and poverty.  

High school role model. Ryan spoke of a high school role model who inspired 

him to apply real-world learning in his teaching. When Ryan was asked about his social 

studies classes in school, he recalled his AP History teacher: 
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I would say, indirectly, Mrs. Pinger, my AP History teacher . . . the discussions 

we had,  the way she would take a topic and try to apply to what is going on today 

. . . now this was in 90s, but we would be talking about FDR, for example, the 

New Deal, but we wouldn't just be talking about it in [the] past, she [would] give 

us articles to think about how this relates to us or our future, and that kind of 

discussion really made me think. . . Something I didn't experience a lot in my high 

school. . . . A lot of it was ‘this is the information, just learn it, and you will be 

tested.’ And that was the expectation, and I was fine with that. But she made us 

think about how it applies to our future. . . Some of the elements of how I want to 

approach when I teach as well. 

Organizing theme 2: Professional growth. The next organizing theme centers on 

factors which supported Ryan in enacting inquiry-based instruction such as project-based 

learning (PjBL). Factors such as comfort level, administrative support, professional 

development initiatives, and doctoral studies gave Ryan the confidence to overcome his 

initial challenges in implementing an inquiry model such as PBL. Ryan stated that he saw 

inquiry-based instruction as a value to his students: “I sort of had done research and saw 

it as a value to my students and me as an educator who wanted to improve his craft or 

teaching.” When asked how long he had been integrating PjBL, Ryan said, “Really 

diving into it for the last five years in the sense of rather than just a quick lesson or two, 

really incorporating it as part of my instruction.” However, he clarified that he finally 

incorporated all the elements of PjBL in the third year: 
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I read an article, a good five years ago, this was in the NCSS, having students 

present election ideas, so I took the idea, and I said,. . . I need to think about how I 

can make this engaging and how I can apply what we are learning in class. So my 

first year teaching civics I didn’t do it, I didn’t do the PjBL, so I was just learning 

the curriculum. The second year, I created scenarios, and they had to present on 

that, and the kids did not find the scenarios realistic. So the third year, I sort of 

just said, ‘You are going to present on how to improve your school.’ And that 

year I actually asked for a PTA grant, and I got it, and I have got it ever since. So 

it is sort of an evolution of trying to think about how can I connect it with what 

students need to learn, make it real-world, make it engaging, incorporate the PjBL 

model into this. 

Comfort level. The first basic theme that supports Ryan’s implementation of 

inquiry-based learning is comfort level. Ryan stated in his interview: 

Right after my master’s…I tried to do it, and I felt like I didn’t have the skill set . . 

. A big issue like my first two to three years of teaching was even classroom 

management . . . like, how do I run my class? … Trying to do inquiry when I was 

just trying to get the flow of the classroom down, or trying to get students on task 

. . . was challenging, . . . so I felt like I knew that that’s what I wanted to do, but I 

don’t think I was at that level, or as comfortable. . . . I would just say becoming 

more comfortable with it, comfortable teaching it and knowing the process and 

knowing that it is okay if things don’t go exactly the way they are planned. . . . I 
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think that comfort has also translated into my confidence of teaching it with 

students and also presenting to the administration. 

Administration Support. Ryan noted that a supportive principal or administration 

is an important factor. Reflecting on this support, Ryan stated that, “I would definitely 

say that one of the biggest factors is that the principal or administration at my school 

supports me. . . . They see the value of project-based learning.”  In addition, Ryan felt 

that maintaining high SOL scores helped to demonstrate to the administration that PBL 

can be used to teach standards of learning successfully: “I think that if my SOL scores 

were not that good, they would be coming in and questioning what I have been doing in 

my classroom, but since my SOL scores have been very high, and I can demonstrate that 

I am using PjBL to teach the standards of learning, they are fully supportive. And they 

come to the election campaign or the other projects that I do, so they see the final 

product. . . . They don’t see all the processes, . . . they see the value.” Ryan added that 

teacher discretion affords teachers’ enactment of inquiry-based learning, “More teacher 

discretion of how they can run the classroom which I think is needed for this kind of 

learning.” He concluded by stating, “Luckily, I have a lot of leeway in this school, . . . 

and the principal sort of has the confidence that I can still meet the standards or exceed 

the standards and not so much worry about . . . ‘this unit has to end this day.’ It's not lock 

step here, whereas in my last district it was lock step, 'you are not there or you need to be 

there.’” 

Professional Development. The third basic theme is professional development 

which centers on the formal professional development organizations such as the National 
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Council of Social Studies (NCSS), the Buck Institute, and the Center for Civic Education. 

Such formal professional development (PD) immersed Ryan in learning and teaching 

inquiry-based pedagogy such as PjBL. As a consultant for Project Citizen, Ryan took on 

the role of a teacher educator. Ryan reflected on his professional development 

experiences: 

So, I have attended different sessions. I have attended the NCSS, . . . and I have 

looked at PjBL through that. I have gone to different PD within the state. I was a 

consultant for something called Project Citizen which is run by the Center for 

Civic Education, so I was actually an attendee, . . . and then they recruited me to 

be a consultant and teach other teachers, . . . and essentially it’s a PjBL model. 

The funding has sort of run out, so I am still technically a consultant, but I don’t 

go to schools or . . . go to districts as much anymore. . . .it has been two years 

since I have done that. 

Learning through a PhD program. The last basic theme addresses the learning 

acquired during Ryan’s doctoral journey. When asked what he feels his role is as a 

teacher, he responded,  

My degree is in educational psychology, so my dissertation was on self-regulated 

learning (SRL). I used the intervention in my classroom and saw how using the 

intervention of SRL and infusing it into [a] project-based learning environment 

and how that impacts what students are able to do . . . their project knowledge as 

well as their content knowledge as well as their efficacy, . . . so that is very 
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important to me being a facilitator, . . . trying to really have students take 

ownership of their learning. 

Summary findings for Ryan. In summary, findings supported by interviews, 

observations, and teaching materials were presented in this section. I reported, by 

research question, themes for teachers’ conceptualizations of inquiry-based instruction, 

factors which caused them to embrace inquiry-based instruction, and their perspectives 

about the effectiveness of such instruction for their students. Research Question 1a asked 

the following: how do social studies teachers conceptualize and engage their students in 

inquiry-based instruction? Ryan conceptualized inquiry as a real-world decision-making 

process/investigative process that helps students develop ownership of learning. He 

viewed the goals of IBI as (a) connecting and preparing students for the real world; (b) 

exploring, investigating, and solving an issue through a process; and (c) developing 

ownership of learning. Ryan indicated in his interviews that his ultimate goal was to 

empower students through engaging learning experiences that are authentic and real-

world and require students to think beyond learning the basic knowledge: to think, 

problem solve, collaborate, and experience what they are going to face in the real world. 

The election campaign project required students to be active participants in the political 

party process by creating their own political parties and running an election to improve 

the school. What emerged from the interviews and observations was a learning 

environment which equipped students with workplace readiness skills, self-regulation 

skills, and the ability to explore, investigate, and solve an issue through a PjBL inquiry 

process.  
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Research Question 1b asked the following: What do the teachers believe about the 

effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction to improve student learning? In answering 

Research Question 3, I analyzed interviews and observations and surmised that Ryan 

believed that inquiry-based instruction (IBI) results in (a) greater self-efficacy for 

students through the teaching of self-regulated learning (SRL) strategies and regular 

check-ins, and (b) greater buy-in for all students. According to Ryan, through his research 

and teaching experience with PjBL, he was able to demonstrate that students develop 

high self-efficacy with explicit instruction on self-regulated learning. He provided a 

student-centered, inquiry-based approach and taught students explicit strategies to help 

set goals to work toward completing challenging tasks. In addition, Ryan believed that 

inquiry-based learning results in greater buy-in for his students, as it allows students 

choice, voice, and engagement. He mentioned that it allows for student creativity and the 

ability to excel in different ways. He explicitly stated that the effectiveness of IBI is that 

it lends itself to students choosing things that are of interest to them or that they consider 

to be important. He maintained that this is crucial to spurring student motivation and 

effort. 

Research Question 2 asked the following: What factors influenced and supported 

teachers’ use of inquiry-based instruction? The thematic data analysis revealed (a) 

personal passion to prepare students for workplace readiness as a motivating factor in 

embracing IBI; and (b) professional growth through professional development, 

administration support, and doctoral studies as the factors supporting the enactment of 

PjBL. Ryan’s personal journey in high school and college shaped many of his core 
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conceptions about the purpose of schooling and what he wanted to instill in his students. 

He admitted that, from his college days, he found it necessary to create links between 

students and society. He volunteered a great deal at homeless shelters while in college. 

Ryan expressed a deep personal internal motivation, passion, and purpose with regard to 

workplace readiness. However, it was a combination of factors such as developing a 

comfort level, a supportive administration, and participating in professional development 

which provided the impetus to enact inquiry-based instruction. Ryan indicated that upon 

completion of his master’s program, he tried to implement IBI, but he felt that he did not 

have the requisite skill set. At the time of this study, he had been actively exploring, 

researching, and using PjBL for five years, but he pointed out that he had only begun 

implementing all of the elements of PBL two years prior.  

Ryan’s positive experiences with inquiry-based learning prompted him to begin 

integrating other projects in his civics classes; he implemented a Business Day project 

wherein the goal was for students to create and run businesses that they marketed to fifth 

grade “customers.” Ryan said very enthusiastically, “And I would love to do more, I 

would love to do something with the legislation branch, like the lawmaking process, and 

have the students do something where they actually present ideas to the City Council.” 

He believed that using PjBL in the classroom really helped his students learn the 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions to be informed and active citizens through an 

authentic and engaging learning environment.  
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Cross-Case Analysis 

In the following section, I will present a cross-case analysis based on the individual 

findings from the three participants.   

The teachers’ views of the processes. All three teachers engaged their students 

in extended inquiry processes. However, they employed different models of inquiry in 

order to carry out the inquiry process. Lisa employed the project-based learning model of 

the Buck Institute of Education. Ryan also employed project-based learning model. 

However, he used a different framework to drive his unit: the five-phase Project-Based 

Inquiry Approach to Learning (Spires et al., 2012). Both Lisa and Ryan framed their units 

with a driving question. In Jason’s history unit, he did not use project-based learning or a 

driving question. However, he employed an inquiry process which was recursive; 

learners revisited some of the stages to wonder, ask questions, seek avenues to 

investigate, construct new understandings, confirm or reject hypotheses, express, and 

evaluate. 

In the following paragraphs, I will discuss how the teachers carried out their 

inquiry processes in terms of the phases outlined for recent inquiry models. 

Need for learner to be puzzled or perturbed. All three teachers made their 

students feel puzzled or perturbed to arouse curiosity or the need to know more at the 

outset of the unit. In her fifth grade geography unit, Lisa aroused curiosity in her students 

with a “wonder table” that had books, artifacts, and materials from the many historic 

events and people from the Western region. This was her way of creating curiosity in her 

students and generating a need to know something more before introducing the project. 
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As students interacted with the materials, they wondered about pictures or events which 

prompted them to want to question and discover more. Ryan had a different approach that 

required students to walk around the school campus to create the “perturbed” phase. As 

students walked around the different areas of the campus with notepads in their hands, 

they saw the contrast between the reality of their school and what they wanted it to be. 

They brainstormed campaign ideas with the goal of improving the school.  

Jason utilized the See-Think-Wonder strategy to arouse curiosity in his students, 

which was, in his own words, “a very interesting inquiry-based introduction to the unit.” 

He had students see, think, and wonder about ten images/visuals as a means of drawing 

them into the unit. 

Identification of problem/hypothesis/issue/idea. All three teachers had their 

students identify problems/hypotheses/issues to be solved or ideas to be created.  For 

example, at the start of her unit, Lisa made references to the items from the “wonder 

table” and then helped them brainstorm ways to showcase the rich history of the Western 

region to potential tourists in their travel agency, as well as in their digital portfolios.  

Ryan took his students out of the classroom on a campus walk to identify the 

school problems/issues they wanted to address in their campaign platforms. Students 

were then placed into groups of seven or eight to decide on three platform ideas for 

improving the school.  

Jason utilized the See-Think-Wonder strategy to elicit student questions about the 

10 images that they wanted answered later on in the unit when the content of each image 

was explored in depth. The See-Think-Wonder strategy resulted in the creation of some 
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questions or hypotheses to help students “discover” history. Jason mentioned that this 

strategy helped prepare students to investigate and analyze throughout the unit, using 

clues along the way in the form of primary documents to help them piece it all together. 

 Data collection and investigation. All three teachers embedded investigative 

steps in their inquiry processes. In Ryan’s civics unit, once the students had identified the 

school improvement issue/problem, they had to explain the problem, the best solution, 

and their action plan. Students met with the principal to gain approval, which prompted 

some groups to revise or change their platform ideas in response to her feedback.  First, 

they hypothesized whether their identified issues posed significant problems for the 

school. Then, they gathered data and analyzed information in order to test their 

hypothesized problems. At this stage, students explored their topic by researching on the 

internet, surveying and interviewing the school community, and gathering information 

about their identified problems.  

In Jason’s history class, students built hypotheses or questions to solve in 

response to the See-Think-Wonder strategy. According to Jason, “showing these images 

up front and asking them to complete See-Think-Wonder helps to build inquiry as 

students genuinely want to know if they were right in their hypotheses.” Students 

investigated the topics further with more primary documents, teacher notes, and other 

resources to prove or disapprove their hypotheses.  

In Lisa’s class, students were required to create digital portfolios highlighting the 

attractions they would showcase through their travel agency. Students researched 

primarily using digital media, but they were required to keep a notebook with a two-
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column chart and a Q/A chart to be informally checked by the teacher as they completed 

their research. This two-column chart had sources listed on the left and research notes on 

the right.  

Resolution/solution. All three teachers had a solution in form of a product, 

presentation/action, or essay. Lisa had her students showcase their chosen attractions for 

a day through a travel agency that was opened for their parents and the school 

community.  

Ryan held an Election Day where his students presented their projects to persuade the 

voters to vote for their respective candidates and to inform them of the importance of 

their platform issues. The action component enabled the winning party to implement their 

idea with the help of the PTA grant.  

In Jason’s class, students had to write a final essay which attempted to connect a 

Theme of History (TOH) to an entire unit. For example, at the conclusion of the unit on 

WW2, students identified which of the seven themes best applied to the unit as a 

whole. Jason mentioned that there was no wrong answer as long as students supported 

their arguments with three-four pieces of evidence. Once students completed their essays, 

they held a debate or Socratic Seminar in which different views were introduced along 

with supporting evidence from the essays.  

The teachers views of their learning goals. All three teachers viewed inquiry-

based instruction as a pathway to helping their students develop the content, skills, and 

dispositions to be successful in the workforce of the future.  
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Promotion of skills & dispositions. Each of the three teachers focused on skills 

differently. Lisa referred to them as life skills or 21st century skills (communication, 

creativity, collaboration, critical thinking, and leadership), while Ryan emphasized 

workplace readiness skills (problem solving, collaboration, flexibility, creativity, and 

communication) and Jason prioritized the Portrait of a Graduate skill set that was also 

promoted by his school district (communicator, collaborator, ethical and global citizen, 

creative and critical thinker, goal-directed, and resilient individual). Jason also 

emphasized that teaching should involve instilling in students the ability to think 

critically. Similarly, Lisa believed that, through projects, “Students are challenged to 

think creatively and critically and learn to communicate their ideas to peers, adults, and 

younger children.”   

Role of the student. In terms of student role, all three teachers strongly believed 

that children must be active participants in the learning process. However, the teachers’ 

beliefs on the role of their students varied on a continuum from Jason’s view of  “students 

needing some teacher aid,” to Ryan’s goal “that students take ownership of their 

learning,” to Lisa’s laissez-faire view of “putting the process and product in hands of 

students.” 

Although the role of the students varied slightly on a continuum, all three teachers 

acknowledged that students must have a choice and voice in their learning. In reference 

to the Themes of History essay, Jason asserted that students need choice and varying 

perspectives in their learning as long as they are able to defend their choices and views 
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with evidence. Ryan emphasized student choice as a way to allow students to apply their 

unique comfort levels and strengths to their learning. He stated, 

I think what makes it . . . inquiry but sort of project-based . . . is that . . . it is very 

student- driven . . . in the sense of its a choice, . . . so maybe a student is more 

comfortable creating a website and demonstrating their understanding through the 

website. . . . So it’s essentially taking this knowledge and being able to apply it, 

but apply it in something that is their strength. 

Lisa looked out for ways she could provide choices to her students. She stated the 

following: “So when I plan, I really look for whether they have fun doing it and whether 

they have a lot of freedom and choices in what they are doing.” 

Content. Consistent across the three teachers was the importance of connecting 

content to current world problems, scenarios, or events. Lisa and Ryan both noted the 

importance of creating an authentic learning environment by making their projects 

incorporate real-world problems or scenarios. Jason decided to approach the teaching of 

US history (1865-present) in a reverse fashion to the traditional way. In the unit I 

observed, he started the unit with Modern America and worked backwards to the Cold 

War/civil rights movement. He mentioned that starting with modern America helped 

students connect to the world around them first in order to better understand historical 

events.  

Lisa and Ryan noted the importance of having an audience beyond the classroom. 

For example, Lisa mentioned that she often tried to design project conclusions that could 

be shared beyond the class, either with parents or other students at the school. She further 
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noted, “I try and give them that opportunity . . . so that they are motivated to do really 

well because they know they have this audience that is going to be excited to see it.” 

Similarly, in Ryan’s class, students presented their projects as a group on Election Day to 

persuade the voters who were not only students, but also members of the PTA and 

administration.  

The teachers’ purposes. Teachers in this study were unanimous in their belief 

that inquiry-based instruction leads to greater benefits for students. Perceived benefits 

ranged from greater student interest, engagement, knowledge, motivation, creativity, and 

student buy-in. However, all three participants believed that teacher guidance is 

necessary for learning to be effective for their students. Their opinions about the ideal 

role of the teacher, therefore, varied on a continuum from teachers being guides on the 

side to the teacher playing a stronger role in the classroom. The following section will 

elaborate on the aforementioned points. 

Learner outcomes. My three participants agreed that inquiry-based instruction 

has a positive effect on student interest or engagement. Ryan mentioned that one of the 

benefits is the level of interest as there are multiple options to answering the driving 

question which lends itself to students choosing things that are of interest to them. He 

further asserts that the choice contributes to motivation and effort and what they learn 

from it. Jason stated that motivation is hard to measure, but he concurred with Ryan on 

the positive impact of inquiry – based instruction on student interest. Jason reflects on the 

benefits, “when we are doing a simulation, . . . or when we are doing things that get them 

to think, the image thing, they will be into it, . . . as opposed to read this and answer the 
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textbook questions.” Lisa reflected in her blog how “the change in student engagement 

and enthusiasm for learning has been monumental” since she began to integrate project-

based learning.  

Another benefit that my three participants agreed on was that inquiry-based 

instruction leads to more learning, long term retention of material and deeper student 

knowledge. Ryan mentioned his students learn not only the knowledge, the basic facts, 

but they have a deeper understanding because they are going through different 

experiences. Lisa shared the same beliefs, “I do think that compared to just more of a 

traditional setup that there is a lot more learning by a lot more of the students in this 

way.”  Jason acknowledged that “while he does not have research to support this,” he 

believed that “time spent at analysis or above will result in long term retention of material 

as well as further development of their higher order thinking skills.” 

Teacher role. In order to leverage the various benefits of inquiry-based 

instruction, all three participants believed that teacher guidance is necessary. My 

participants expressed the need to regulate the open-ended nature of project-based 

learning or problem-based learning: Jason referred to the teacher as “constantly directing 

and redirecting the students,” Ryan recommended “little benchmarks or check-ins 

throughout to make sure kids are on track,” and Lisa suggested that a teacher does “a lot 

of frequent check-ins” with the less focused students.  

Factors influencing teacher’s use of inquiry. Consistent across all three 

participants was the presence of a belief or orientation that influenced their use of 

inquiry-based instruction. For Lisa, it was her belief in the importance of empowering 
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students for the future. In Jason’s case, it was a belief in the importance of making history 

“come alive” and “more interesting.” Ryan cited his volunteering experience at the 

Center for the Homeless as something that profoundly impacted his “interest in 

promoting workplace readiness and social justice.”  

Teachers’ school life. All three teachers spoke of their school days influencing 

how they carried out instruction in their classrooms as teachers. Lisa said that she 

enjoyed her classroom experiences when she was empowered with choice, when she was 

problem solving or doing something hands-on. Both Jason and Ryan spoke of teachers 

who served as role models or sources of inspiration. Ryan spoke of his AP History 

teacher as inspiring him to apply real-world learning in his teaching, Similarly, Jason 

fondly remembered his tenth grade teacher, who “made history come alive” through 

simulations.  

Factors supporting teachers’ use of inquiry-based instruction. Supportive 

factors that emerged among participants through interviews and blogs were (a) school 

context; (b) teacher freedom; (c) collective participation; (d) active learning; and (e) 

action research. 

School context. School context includes factors such as administration, students, 

parents, and the school district. All of my participants explicitly noted that their 

principals or administrators had been supportive of their efforts and visions to implement 

inquiry-based instruction. According to Jason, another factor that supported his 

implementation of inquiry-based instruction was the age group he taught as he believed 

that middle school is the best setting for such approaches.  
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Teacher freedom. Jason and Ryan used the terms “license” and “leeway” to refer 

to teacher freedom in the use of inquiry-based instruction because their students did well 

on standardized tests. Ryan said, “Luckily, I have a lot of leeway in this school, and the 

principal sort of has the confidence that I can still meet the standards.” Jason echoed the 

same sentiments on having more freedom to experiment with inquiry- based instruction.  

Effective professional development structures. All three teachers identified 

specific professional development structures that supported their learning of inquiry-

based instruction. Some of the structures, e.g., collective participation through 

professional learning communities and peer collaboration and active learning though 

consulting work and publishing research, align with the research-based characteristics of 

effective professional development initiatives (e.g., Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & 

Yoon, 2001).  

Collective participation. Peer collaboration is a key characteristic of the 

professional development initiative. It centers on professional development that is 

designed for groups of teachers from the same school, department, or grade level. Similar 

to a community of practice which is characterized by the mutual engagement of its 

participants in a shared “domain of interest” (Wenger, 1998, p. 73), collective 

participation allows for sharing of experiences, solutions, and knowledge associated with 

common activities of work. It also allows for diversities of understandings and 

overlapping competencies to contribute in complementary ways. 

Lisa created an informal professional learning community (PLC) at her school 

that met               
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about once a month. She expressed some of the benefits as “sharing ideas with others” 

and “helping her understand better.” However, she also acknowledged through a PD blog 

that “Teaching can be an isolating profession, with teachers alone in classrooms juggling 

full schedules and scarce resources. And collaborating with colleagues can be difficult 

due to time constraints, but also due to varying philosophies.”  

In order to connect with educators with aligned philosophies, Lisa participated in 

a global professional network of educators. Through Twitter and Facebook groups, she 

shared her beliefs and passions with like-minded experts and colleagues. 

 Jason also participated in a summer PD program offered by his school district 

where he collaborated with a language arts teacher in his school on creating a problem-

based learning unit on social studies and language arts. The unit focused on Jane Addams 

and Hull House. The problem-based learning unit followed the framework of Stepien and 

Pyke (1997). He mentioned that he had integrated the problem-based learning unit about 

four times in the past but had reservations about PBL as an effective learning model 

given the time constraints and maturity of his students. 

Active learning. Presenting, leading, and writing are considered part of effective 

professional development initiatives (e.g., Garet, et al., 2001). Examples include the 

teacher giving a lecture or presentation; conducting a demonstration of a lesson, unit, or 

skill; leading a whole-group discussion; leading a small group discussion; or writing a 

paper, report, or plan. All three participants engaged in such activities. For example, 

Ryan served as a consultant for Project Citizen through the Center for Civic Education.  

Ryan took on the role of a teacher educator.  
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 Jason has published for ABMCeducation.org, researching the life of World War II 

hero Major John N. Apperson. He created a lesson plan, titled “Hit the Ground Running: 

Evasion and Escape Behind Enemy Lines,” which was published online. Jason 

participated in a year-long professional development program centered around fallen 

heroes of World War II who are buried or memorialized at an ABMC cemetery in 

southern Europe or North Africa. Over summer, he and other educators traveled through 

southern Europe conducting research. His lesson plan is based upon a year of research 

using primary and secondary sources. He stated that, “Paratroopers have always been a 

source of wonder and inspiration for students as well as the focus of Hollywood movies 

and historical documentaries.” “Jumping out of a plane is an adventure that most of us do 

not want to attempt. But what happens after the jump? How do they survive once they hit 

the ground? Often alone and suffering from disorientation, paratroopers hope that what 

they have packed is enough to survive the challenges that they will face on the ground.” 

Action Research. Lisa engaged in action research to learn how to integrate 

project-based learning more effectively. Action research supports teachers in studying 

their teaching practice and to take action to improve what they are doing in their 

classrooms (Shanks, Miller, & Rosendale, 2012) through a systematized process for data 

collection in a school setting (Holly, Arhar, & Kasten, 2005). Lisa conducted her action 

research through a summer professional development initiative at a university. 

Lisa used the “Project Design” form created by the Buck Institute of Education to 

create a driving question and outline the project-based learning experience for each of the 
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three social studies units: Northeast, Southeast, Midwest. Her goal was to answer the 

following research questions 

• Can fifth graders learn through a project-based learning format? 

• Can fifth graders stay on task and reasonably self-assess their 21st century skills 

development? 

• Is the enjoyment and skill development any greater through project-based learning 

compared to other models of teaching? 

Summary 

The chapter focused on the within-case analysis of my three participants. The within-

case analysis presented a thematic network to explore each of the three research 

questions. Finally, a cross-case analysis was conducted on the three participants. Chapter 

5 will present the discussion, conclusions and implications and will also address the 

limitations of existing research and areas that could benefit from further research. 
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Chapter Five 

 

Introduction 

This multiple case study addressed the gap in empirical research studies related to 

inquiry-based practices in social studies classrooms by exploring how three teachers 

conceptualized and engaged their students in inquiry-based instruction. The literature 

review addressed the ways in which scholars have conceptualized inquiry-based 

instruction over the years and the research that has supported it. Efforts have continued in 

developing and sustaining inquiry-based instruction as proponents argue that it should be 

a part of social studies education at all grade levels. Recent quantitative studies show 

evidence that inquiry-based instructional models have had promising effects on student 

achievement (Halvorsen et al., 2012; Summers & Dickinson, 2012) and on student 

engagement (Hernandez-Ramos & De La Paz, 2009). Other studies have focused on 

showing evidence that inquiry-based instructional models promote the 21st century 

learning objectives (Kuhlthau et al., 2007).  

However, as yet, there have been few case studies on how teachers implement 

reform-based initiatives such as inquiry-based instruction under real-world conditions, 

calling for the need to study teachers’ views about the goals and purposes of inquiry and 

the processes by which they carry it out (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017; Thacker & 

Friedman, 2017; Yeager & Davis, 2005). Case study exemplars serve as a point of 
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reference and a starting point for teachers, as they show us what is possible even with 

time constraints (Pelligrino & Kilday, 2013) and pressures of accountability (Grant, 

Swan, & Lee, 2017). Classroom exemplars also serve as reference points for 

administrators, researchers, and policymakers who wish to learn more about the traits of 

successful schools and teachers and how to best support teachers in enacting inquiry-

based instruction. Windschitl (2002) stated, “…teachers seeking to more deeply 

understand constructivism in practice could benefit greatly from the case histories of 

other teachers who have attempted pedagogical reforms” (p. 162). 

In the current multiple case study, I used reputational sampling to identify three 

teachers who were recommended as being strong proponents of inquiry-based instruction. 

I used a thematic analysis to construct thematic networks to explore and summarize the 

main themes in my data (Attride-Stirling, 2001). 

This chapter presents the discussion, implications, and conclusions drawn from the 

study. First, I provide a discussion of the findings that emerged from the investigation led 

by the following research questions: 

1a. How do social studies teachers conceptualize and engage their students in inquiry-

based instruction?  

1b. What do the teachers believe about the effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction 

for their students? 

2. What factors influenced and supported the teachers in their use of inquiry-based 

instruction? 
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I then draw conclusions and implications; I also identify several recommendations for 

social studies educators and address the limitations of existing research and areas that 

could benefit from further research. 

Discussion 

In this section, I provide a discussion of the findings for research questions 1a, 1b, 

and 2. Research question 1a asked the following: How do teachers conceptualize and 

engage their students in inquiry-based instruction? I addressed this research question by 

analyzing interviews, observations, teaching materials and professional development 

materials. Through these sources of data, I ascertained teachers’ views about their 

learning goals and the processes by which they carry them out. Consequently, I was able 

to understand how the teachers in this study conceptualized inquiry-based instruction. 

Inquiry-based instruction was conceptualized by the participants as follows: 

1. Participant 1: Inquiry-based instruction empowers and motivates students 

to drive their own learning in real-world settings; 

2. Participant 2: Inquiry stimulates students to “want to know more” by 

shifting “wondering,” “questioning,” and “critical thinking” to them; 

3. Participant 3: Inquiry-based instruction is a real-world decision-

making/investigative process which helps students develop ownership of 

learning. 

Research Question 1b asked the following: What do teachers believe about the 

effectiveness of inquiry-based instruction for their students? This research question was 

addressed by analyzing interviews, observations and professional development materials. 
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Participants expressed that inquiry-based instruction leads to outcomes such as greater 

knowledge, motivation, creativity, student interest, career-readiness, and student buy-in. 

Themes which emerged among participants were (a) inquiry-based instruction results in 

more meaningful learning for a lot more students; (b) inquiry-based instruction amplifies 

student interest but has to be middle ground with some teacher aid for students to benefit; 

and (c) inquiry-based instruction results in greater self-efficacy, knowledge, and buy-in 

for students. 

Research question 2 asked what influenced and supported teachers in their use of 

inquiry-based instruction. Influences that emerged among participants through interviews 

were (a) teacher orientations and beliefs; and (b) teachers’ school life. Supportive factors 

that emerged among participants through interviews and professional development 

materials were (a) school context; (b) teacher freedom; (c) collective participation; (d) 

active learning; and (e) action research.  

The following section will present a synthesis of my findings in terms of what 

they mean for authentic classroom inquiry, accommodation of contextual factors, teacher 

learning trajectory, and teacher beliefs. The findings support and extend previous and 

current scholarship on inquiry-based instruction and illuminate new areas of study for 

consideration. 

Authentic classroom inquiry. All three teachers concurred that inquiry-based 

instruction involved a process. This finding is consistent with my theoretical framework – 

Dewey saw inquiry as a process involving a pre-reflective stage, a reflective stage, and a 

post-reflective stage. Moreover, this finding is consistent with recent inquiry models such 
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as project-based learning, problem-based learning, and the Inquiry Design Model, all of 

which exhibit some uniformity in regard to what needs to occur during inquiry 

instruction. Namely, the learner needs to be puzzled or perturbed to arouse curiosity 

(Dewey, 1910; Taba, 1962); students’ prior knowledge and understanding must be 

incorporated (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999; Bruner, 1973; Taba, 1962); and the 

process must result in a problem/hypothesis/issue/idea being identified (Bruner, 1961; 

Fenton, 1967), which leads to data collection and investigation (Dewey, 1933; Fenton, 

1967), and culminates in some kind of resolution/solution (Barrows, 1985; Larmer & 

Mergendoller, 2010). 

However, Jason departed from the other participants in that he did not frame his 

unit with a driving or compelling question. As a result, his unit did not exemplify a 

perfect inquiry model. It is important to note that inquiry models such as the Inquiry 

Design Model and the project-based learning model start with a driving or compelling 

question. In order for authentic inquiry-based instruction to occur, driving questions or 

compelling questions are intended to direct and focus the learning of a set of established 

goals and objectives while offering students a rich and powerful opportunity to engage in 

inquiry (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2010; Miller, 2018).  

Additionally, while Jason conceptualized inquiry-based instruction as shifting the 

wondering, questioning, and evaluating to his students, thus engendering a climate of 

inquiry, his approaches were, at times, very teacher-directed. Therefore, while his 

conception of inquiry was very much aligned with inquiry tenets such as engaging 

students in questioning, investigation, and discourse, in some ways his practices were 
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inconsistent with the student-centered approaches needed for inquiry to be optimal. 

Jason’s reference to the role of the teacher as “constantly directing and redirecting the 

students” emerged out of his belief that in “some of those extended problem-based 

learning there [are] a lot of things that can be dropped along the way when you 

completely turn over to kids.” He also mentioned, “I think there is a tendency in problem-

based learning to allow kids just to run with it, and they are not mature enough, unless 

you are constantly directing and redirecting.” He advocated for a “middle ground,” which 

is to say, a learning environment in which “it’s not completely teacher driven but teacher 

facilitated.” Moreover, he felt that because history is so content rich, there is a greater 

role for the teacher in ensuring that the content is relayed.  

Lisa and Ryan believed that teacher guidance is necessary to regulate the open-

ended nature of project-based learning. However, they perceived teachers’ involvement 

differently. Much of Lisa and Ryan’s involvement had affective dimensions as a guide 

and a modeler. This ties in with Crawford’s work (2000), which suggests that much of 

teachers’ involvement in inquiry-based instruction has an affective dimension of a 

motivator, a guide, or a modeler. This also aligns with the views of some scholars who 

argue that teachers should still be very involved in inquiry environments, but this 

involvement includes having confidence in students’ abilities, giving regular constructive 

feedback, fostering student ownership, and being flexible (Abrams, Southerland, & 

Evans, 2008).  Ryan admitted that with project-based learning, “the challenge in itself is 

that with the open-endedness. The students are not going to know how to even approach 

it, if they do not have some basic self-directed skill set.” To that end, he recommended 
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that “the students take ownership of their learning” through student self- monitoring, goal 

setting, and self-evaluating. Ryan was the only participant who explicitly taught and 

modeled self-regulated learning (SRL) strategies to increase student self-efficacy and 

facilitated “little benchmarks or check-ins throughout to make sure kids are on track.”   

Lisa’s suggestion that a teacher do “a lot of frequent check-ins” with the less 

focused students emerged out of her view that inquiry-based instruction can be 

unorganized, resulting in challenges for the “all over the place kids” who “need more 

help to guide them” compared to the “driven students who do well in making good 

choices just left on their own.” Despite the challenges of inquiry-based instruction, Lisa 

advocated for “putting the process and the product in the hands of the students” and 

articulated, “I am hoping that I am helping them with some life skills of managing time 

and learning to focus for themselves.” 

Therefore, the participants’ views on the ideal role of the teacher varied: Lisa and 

Ryan advocated for more of a guiding role, while Jason expressed the belief that the 

teacher should play a stronger role in the classroom. Jason’s unit contained many of the 

positive attributes often associated with inquiry-oriented instruction, such as student 

engagement and student motivation. However, his need to maintain control of the 

classroom created a tension between ensuring structure and trying to encourage student 

ownership of learning. It is important to note, as indicated from the literature on 

contemporary inquiry models, that having students create knowledge requires students to 

be self-directed and engaged in metacognition: the self-regulation to gain insight into 

one’s own learning. Grant, Swan and Lee (2017) stated that for teachers striving to craft 
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inquiry- based practices, a new level of trust between students and teachers needs to be 

built – teachers must trust that their students will progress with more freedom, and 

students must trust that their teachers will allow them to construct knowledge as they put 

ideas together. Jason’s enactment of creating inquiry-based instruction lacked this level 

of trust, as he believed that students in middle school are not mature enough to direct 

their own learning. This tendency was acknowledged by Windschitl (2002) who stated 

that, “even teachers who explicitly profess a constructivist epistemology often find 

themselves drawn back to more familiar recitation scripts” (p. 143). 

Accommodating contextual factors. Contextual factors such as student 

background and interest, school context, school culture, and teacher creativity shape the 

nature and magnitude of inquiry-based instruction, as is evident from my findings.  

Student and school context. Participants in this study molded their inquiry-based 

instruction around their students’ interests and the school culture and context in which 

they teach. Dewey and Taba’s (1962) notion of “interest doctrine” stated the following: 

The job of the curriculum making is to get below the surface and to discover those things 

that may engage the student, to enlarge these, and to connect them with what has to be 

learned. All three teachers leveraged student interest as a means of enhancing effort, 

engaging the student and as a gateway to learning. Dewey’s (1938) statement that 

“material should be within the experience of the students” was also echoed by the 

participants. 

Ryan and Lisa created their units’ driving questions by capturing the interests of 

the students and the context/culture of the school. Lisa, in particular, felt that the content 
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evolved from what the students chose to learn about. This aligned with recent scholars’ 

(Markham et al., 2003; Hernández-Ramos & De La Paz, 2009) descriptions of providing 

students with choices in inquiry instruction. Students ought to be free to choose 

problems, write their own questions to direct research, guide their choice of resources, 

conduct their own investigations, and produce new ideas. According to Windschitl 

(2002), “in classrooms where teachers are unaware of students' interests and life 

experiences, they not only fail to build on local knowledge but essentially offer 

‘disinvitations’ to participate in classroom discourse” (p. 18). 

Teachers’ approaches to planning and implementing inquiries varied with school 

context. Jason mentioned, “I can attribute the successful implementation of inquiry-based 

lessons and units primarily to the age group that I teach, as middle school is, in my 

opinion, the best setting for such approaches.” Jason employed simulations and other 

teaching strategies, pointing out that middle school age students enjoy the challenges 

inherent in these approaches. Ryan noted the following about the context in which he 

teaches: “I really try to break down the four walls of my classroom and really open it up 

to parents coming in. We have a very active parent, business, and education community, 

so I guess my ultimate goal is empowering students through engaging learning 

experiences that are authentic and real-world.” Similarly, Lisa created units which 

reflected the context in which she works. She mentioned that the neighborhood that the 

school is situated in is an upper-middle class neighborhood where the children are 

fortunate to have many things such as technology, opportunities to travel, resources, etc. 

Having her students create digital portfolios highlighting attractions from the Western 
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region and then showcasing the regions of the country through the travel agency enabled 

Lisa to get her students’ active interest as the students were well-travelled. This tied in 

well with Taba’s (1962) belief in the importance of activating prior knowledge as 

children start school with some very definite “social learnings,” and the program needs to 

be articulated with these learnings to be effective. 

The data extend our understanding of inquiry-based instruction by showing that 

implementation in schools is context-dependent. Studies have shown that “teaching is 

nuanced, complex, and contextualized both because of and in spite of state social studies 

tests” (Grant, 2007, p. 253), and that teachers’ approaches to planning and implementing 

inquiries vary with individual context (Tamim & Grant, 2013; Thacker, Lee, Fitchett, & 

Journell, 2018). 

Teacher creativity. In order to carry out the inquiry process, participants also 

employed different models of inquiry. Both Lisa and Ryan employed the project-based 

learning model of the Buck Institute of Education. However, they implemented the 

process differently. Ryan used the five-phase Project-Based Inquiry Approach to 

Learning (Spires et al., 2012). Jason employed a recursive inquiry process wherein 

learners revisited some of the stages to wonder, ask questions, seek avenues to 

investigate, construct new understanding, confirm or reject hypotheses, express, and 

evaluate. This disparity in implementation echoed findings from Thacker and Friedman’s 

(2017) study, which showed that inquiry can take many forms and that there is no one-

size-fits-all inquiry.  
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School culture. Ryan and Jason explicitly mentioned that their principals and 

administrations have been supportive of inquiry-based approaches. However, they also 

noted that they work in schools where students do very well on standardized tests such as 

the SOLs. For example, Ryan mentioned that while administrators at his school do not 

always see all the processes, they came to the election campaign and to see other projects 

and understand the value of inquiry-based models when they see the final product. On a 

similar note, Jason said that he has received support from his principal and the social 

studies coordinator for the school district. 

Jason and Ryan used the terms “license” and “leeway” to refer to teacher freedom 

in the use of inquiry-based instruction.  Ryan pointed out that he has a lot of leeway at his 

school because the principal has confidence that he can still meet or exceed the standards. 

Jason echoed the same sentiments, pointing out that the teachers likely have more license 

to experiment with inquiry-based such as PBL and have those academic conversations 

when their students do very well on standardized tests. 

The case studies showed that the participants appeared to require support from 

administrators to take more creative risks in designing and enacting inquiry-based 

instruction. Ryan and Jason worked within school cultures which provided support and 

autonomy; the principal at Ryan’s school would attend the final presentation or see the 

final product at the end of his units, while Jason received ongoing support from both the 

administration and the social studies coordinator of his school district. 

Future learning environments. My findings indicate that future learning 

environments will seek to make learning more empowering, interdisciplinary, and 
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supportive of student ownership and choice. Lisa conceptualized inquiry-based 

instruction as a process that empowers and motivates students to drive their own learning 

in real-world settings. This conceptualization is reminiscent of the platform of 

progressive movement – started by John Dewey and later adopted by Hilda Taba – based 

upon concern for independent thinking, creativity, freedom of choice, and the right of the 

child to learn actively instead of merely absorbing information (1902; 1962). Moreover, 

Lisa believed that inquiry-based instruction has great potential for promoting 

interdisciplinary inquiry through integration of subjects. In the unit I observed, she 

integrated language arts and social studies. However, according to her professional 

development blog, she hoped to enact more interdisciplinary learning through project-

based learning by integrating all subjects. Lisa’s emphasis on promoting interdisciplinary 

inquiry through integration of subjects has not been covered much in social studies 

inquiry-based literature, especially at the elementary level. Few studies (e.g., Thacker, 

Friedman, Fitchett, Journell, & Lee, 2018b) have enhanced our understanding of how 

elementary teachers design and implement interdisciplinary learning through inquiry-

based instruction.  

Thacker and Friedman (2017) pointed out that most studies of inquiry in the 

social studies classroom focus on secondary education, and the ones that have focused on 

inquiry in elementary classrooms have lessons designed and implemented by researchers. 

Moreover, while inquiry models typically promote disciplinary inquiry, the findings 

confirm that elementary teachers like Lisa who knows the connections between content 

areas prefer to integrate content areas. Lisa mentioned that she finds that she is able to 
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make more in-depth, meaningful, and authentic experiences and often ends up covering 

significantly more than is required by the curriculum.  

Ryan conceptualized inquiry-based instruction as a real-world decision-

making/investigative process that helps students develop ownership of learning. 

Developing student ownership, therefore, was an important goal for Ryan. He believed 

that it is the role of the teacher to explicitly teach self-regulatory skills to his students. 

Teaching self-regulation skills has not been mentioned widely in the literature on project-

based learning; thus, these findings contribute to the literature that self-regulation skills 

can be taught in a supportive and challenging project-based learning environment.  

Jason conceptualized inquiry-based instruction as an approach which stimulates 

students to “want to know more” by shifting “wondering,” “questioning,” and “critical 

thinking” to them. Jason’s conceptualization of inquiry-based learning was similar that of 

Oliver and Shaver, who prioritized the goals of engaging students to appreciate multiple 

perspectives and solutions, evaluate historical understandings, and compare and contrast 

past historical events with contemporary issues (1966). Jason also developed the 

students’ higher levels of thinking in a systematic manner and made use of open-ended 

questions calling for explanations of reasoning and logic much like Taba’s techniques 

from the 1960s.  

All three participants believed in giving students choices and prioritizing student 

participation. Lisa and Ryan gave students choices as to how they wanted to answer the 

driving questions of their units. Similarly, Jason stated, “That is why we do the themes of 

history, it is differentiation and student choice and being able to defend their choices with 
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evidence.” Jason also emphasized student participation through the Socratic Seminar, the 

goals of which were to get students to the evaluation level of their critical thinking and to 

further develop their higher order thinking skills and the Portrait of a Graduate skill set. 

Additionally, my findings suggest that future learning environments will seek to 

incorporate more technology and technological pedagogical knowledge to engage 

students. Jason and Lisa employed digital resources such as primary documents and 

podcasts and advocated for flip teaching, a method that devotes more class time to 

engaging students by incorporating online video lectures that students can watch at home. 

Digital documentaries, web-based resources, gamification, and other digital technological 

tools are offering new curricular possibilities for authentic inquiry learning in social 

studies education (Manfra, 2010; Hwang, Chiu & Chen, 2015; Saye & Brush, 2007). 

These findings extend the results of studies showing the emergence of digital 

technologies as an empowering medium for change in social studies by providing richer 

and more meaningful platforms for the social construction of knowledge (Hernandez-

Ramos & De La Paz, 2009; Saye & Brush, 2006; Swan, Hofer, & Locascio, 2008; Swan, 

Hofer, & Swan, 2011).  

Teacher learning trajectory. My study revealed the long-term struggles of 

enacting constructivist instruction such as inquiry-based instruction for Lisa and Ryan.  

Although all three participants came to the teaching profession holding strong 

constructivist beliefs or orientations, it took both Lisa and Ryan over ten years to finally 

implement project-based learning successfully. Lisa came to the teaching profession in 

2002 with a desire to empower students for lifelong learning. She recounted how, from 
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her early days of student teaching, she had always wanted to provide her students the 

opportunities to develop an intrinsic motivation to learn. In one of her interviews, she 

stated, “I have always been a firm believer in inquiry-based instruction. I have always 

tried to provide hands on activities and provide opportunities for my students to discover 

new ideas.” She admitted that as far as officially teaching PjBL with the understanding 

that projects should be cross-curricular, relate to real-world or authentic needs, and have 

audiences beyond the classroom, this was the first year that she tried to design projects 

that meet all those criteria. This implied that it took her almost thirteen years to integrate 

authentic inquiry.  

Ryan spoke of his college days volunteering at the Center for the Homeless and 

the impact this experience had on his fervent interest in promoting workplace readiness 

skills. Ryan referred to his lack of readiness in integrating inquiry-based instruction at the 

beginning of his teaching career: “Right after my masters…I tried to do it, and I felt like I 

didn’t have the skill set.” Ryan recounted that he read an article five years prior which 

described students presenting election ideas, so he took the idea and tried to make it 

engaging and applicable to what his students were learning in class. In his first year 

teaching civics, he didn’t do the PjBL as he was just learning the curriculum. In his 

second year, he created scenarios for his students to present on, and the students had 

expressed that they enjoyed the scenarios but the ideas were not realistic or authentic. 

The third year, he actually got a PTA grant and told his students that they were going to 

present on how to improve the school, thus connecting with a real-world and authentic 

scenario. He commented that, “it is sort of an evolution of trying to think about how can I 
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connect it with what students need to learn, make it real-world, make it engaging, and 

incorporate the PjBL model into this.” 

Both Ryan and Lisa acquired knowledge of project-based learning through 

resources and webinars supplied by the Buck Institute of Education. They expressed 

common themes derived from these resources such as “comfort level with knowing that it 

is okay if things don’t go exactly the way they are planned,” and “finally knowing all the 

elements or criteria of project-based learning.” 

This data relating to teacher learning trajectory is significant as it informs us that: 

(a) successful enactment of inquiry-based instruction involves a gradual learning by 

doing; (b) teachers in contemporary classrooms may enter the teaching profession with 

beliefs that are generally aligned with inquiry-based pedagogy, although they may not be 

knowledgeable about the essential components of inquiry-based instruction; (c) teacher 

learning trajectory for inquiry-based instruction requires persistence; and (d) teachers 

may not have experienced authentic inquiry-based instruction in their student lives or 

have taken on a student role in professional development sessions. The aforementioned 

points will be discussed next.  

Gradual learning by doing. Both Lisa and Ryan incrementally moved from being 

novices to experts in enacting a new method of instruction which involves gradual 

learning by doing, much like an apprentice’s journey. Yore, Henriques, Crawford, Smith, 

Gomez-Zwiep and Tillotson (2008) argued that for many teachers who are trying to shift 

from a traditional approach to inquiry, the shift can be challenging if too many variables 

are changed at once. Change is a vector quantity composed of steps in the right direction. 
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They recommended that teachers get the direction correct first and worry about the 

magnitude later. 

Similarly, other scholars have contended that teachers do not always adopt new 

instructional approaches seamlessly, even when teachers express enthusiasm about the 

constructivist teaching approach (Ravitz, 2003; Tamim & Grant, 2013). This implies that 

professional development initiatives should not encourage teachers to do too much at 

once, which can result in less than desirable results, leading teachers to abandon the shift 

to an inquiry-based environment.  

Constructivist beliefs and knowledge of inquiry. Teachers in this study entered 

the teaching profession with beliefs that were generally aligned with inquiry-based 

instruction, although Ryan and Lisa were not familiar with the pedagogical knowledge 

for enacting inquiry. This finding supports other case based research studies (Long, 2017; 

Tamim & Grant, 2013) where teachers understood or embraced constructivism at the 

knowledge level, but they were not as equally knowledgeable about the essential 

components of inquiry-based models such as the C3 Framework or project-based 

learning. The results are optimistic and promising in light of earlier studies which 

contended that traditional teaching practices persist because teachers hold traditional 

pedagogical visions and conventional epistemological beliefs (e.g., studies by Saye & 

Brush). Therefore, the findings suggest that attitudes about inquiry-based instruction were 

overwhelmingly positive among these teachers, but the most significant challenge was 

teacher preparedness from a pedagogical standpoint. 
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Teacher learning curve for inquiry-based instruction requires persistence. The 

finding that the participants persisted for over ten years in enacting inquiry-based 

instruction despite time and accountability constraints has important implications for the 

teacher learning curve. Sometimes, inquiry fails when teachers implement it once, it does 

not go exactly as planned, and they give up. My data suggests there is a longitudinal 

learning curve. Moreover, this finding extends our understanding of teachers who design 

meaningful, engaged social studies instruction regardless of the curriculum’s testing 

requirements and other contextual constraints, which Grant (2007) referred to as 

“ambitious teaching,” what Brophy (1993) termed “maverick teaching,” and what Yeager 

and Davis (2005) called “wise teaching.” 

Teachers may not have experienced authentic inquiry-based instruction as 

learners. The findings revealed that the teachers had never experienced authentic inquiry-

based instruction in their student lives, nor had they taken on a student role immersing in 

the process of inquiry-based instruction through professional development sessions. 

Matson (2018) stated that teachers should be able to experience the same struggles and 

successes as their students by immersing in first-hand experiences of what inquiry-based 

instruction entails as a student. 

Windschitl (2002) suggested that “extended vignettes of real teachers attempting 

constructivist instruction are promising tools for helping teachers develop mental models 

of constructivism in practice. Still better are richly elaborated case studies that focus on 

the long-term struggles of classroom teachers who manage the intellectual challenges, 

pedagogical renewals, cultural transformations, and political upheavals of transforming 
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one’s practice” (p. 162). The data suggests that teachers adopting inquiry-based 

instructional models need professional development and support to hone their skills on 

how to implement this instructional model, even after they express interest and show 

motivation. Moreover, they need appropriate resources in order to overcome the barriers 

that hinder their implementation to its fullest potential (Tamim & Grant, 2013).  

Teacher beliefs. The findings affirm existing scholarship that contends that 

teachers’ adoption of inquiry-based instruction such as PjBL, PBL, and the C3 

Framework in social studies classrooms is impacted by their life experiences and teaching 

and learning beliefs (Long, 2017; Tamim & Grant, 2013; Thomas, 2000). For all three of 

my participants, teacher orientations and past experiences (student life and volunteer 

experiences) played a part in their beliefs about the purpose of schooling and how the 

subject should be taught. Exploring how three teachers implemented project-based 

learning (PjBL) for the first year, Rogers, Cross, Gresalfi, Trauth-Nare, and Buck (2010) 

asserted that teachers’ orientations, individual beliefs, and knowledge about how best to 

teach their discipline, in addition to past professional experience, impacted the degree to 

which they implemented PjBL.  

Shaver and Berlak (1968) argued that teachers’ views in each of the following 

areas have a direct bearing on what happens in the classroom: “normative conceptions of 

the social world” (ideas of what is desirable for a good man in the good society); 

“empirical conceptions of the social world” (empirical or factual suppositions about what 

is and what will be); “nature of thinking”  (notions of what good thinking is); and “the 

nature of social science/historical knowledge” (what knowledge is most worth). It was an 
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evolution for Ryan to be aware of his normative and empirical conceptions of the world, 

i.e., students need to have workplace readiness skills and 21st century skill sets, and 

nature of thinking, i.e., making learning engaging through a decision-making process. 

Additionally, Jason stated the following about the nature of historical knowledge: 

I want students to know and understand that history is more than a set of dusty 

facts marching down a meaningless timeline. To truly comprehend that statement 

and apply it to their lives, they need to be able to focus on the interaction of 

people and events as well as to see history thematically. They need to make 

connections between subjects and comparisons over time and space. 

This ties in well with Thornton’s (1991, 2005) concept of curricular gatekeeping, which 

emphasized the central role teachers’ beliefs, views, and perspectives in attempting to 

reshape social studies education. 

Conclusions 

The significant conclusions from my study are as follows: (a) context matters: 

teachers molded their inquiry-based instruction around their creativity, students’ interests 

and the school context in which they teach, and teachers’ use of inquiry was supported by 

a school culture and context that provided autonomy and stimulus; (b) authentic inquiry-

based instruction requires certain essential features; (c) teacher learning trajectory 

involves persistence and gradual learning by doing; and (d) future learning environments 

will seek to make learning more empowering. 

Context matters. A major conclusion drawn from the case studies was that 

“context matters.”  Students’ interests, imagination, and needs were seriously considered 
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when the teachers in my study made decisions about their curricula. Teachers molded 

their inquiry-based instruction around their students’ interests and the school context in 

which they taught. Moreover, all three teachers carried out the inquiry process through 

different inquiry-based models or frameworks. This is a significant finding, as it shows 

that some teachers put their own creative spin on designing inquiry instruction and 

imagining new roles for both teacher and students. This tied in with Thornton’s (2005) 

concept of curricular-instructional gatekeeping and Grant and Gradwell’s (2010) concept 

of ambitious teaching, which suggest that social studies practitioners have creative 

control over how to enact the curriculum.  

The fate of inquiry in classrooms was also determined by other stakeholders such 

as the administration. My findings exhibited that participants’ use of inquiry was 

supported by a school culture and context that provided autonomy and stimulus. Ryan 

and Jason stated that the principal or administrations at their schools have supported their 

visions of inquiry-based instruction. 

Authentic inquiry-based instruction requires certain essential features. The 

second conclusion is that authentic implementation of inquiry requires certain essential 

features. The inquiry classroom is more sophisticated than simply developing process 

skills. The case of Jason shows that he did not start his unit with a compelling or driving 

question, which should be an essential feature of an inquiry unit. There was also a 

conflict in his view about the presence of student self-directed learning. While he 

acknowledged that students should be empowered with more choice and more student 

questioning, his enactment of the unit fell short of being a true inquiry unit because he 
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believed in a lot more structure. Jason’s belief that middle school students are not mature 

enough to learn effectively by themselves resulted in him struggling to release control. 

He asserted that inquiry-based instruction has to be a middle ground somewhere between 

a lecture and fully autonomous student research. He provided the comparison of 

Montessori learning, which allows students to solve everything independently but lacks 

structure. Moreover, he spoke of the teacher’s responsibility to cover content. As evident 

from the data, teachers who highly value content coverage and structure/efficiency in 

their teaching may find these goals to conflict with inquiry-based instruction (Marx et al., 

1994).   

In contrast, Ryan addressed the concerns of the open-ended nature of inquiry-

based instruction by teaching his students self-regulation skills, and Lisa had frequent 

check-ins with her students. Promoting self-regulation skills is an essential feature of an 

inquiry classroom. Professional development should address these obstacles in order to 

ensure the successful enactment of an authentic inquiry unit.  

Teacher learning trajectory involves persistence and gradual learning by doing. 

The third major conclusion drawn from my case studies is that two of my participants 

incrementally advanced from novices to experts in implementing a new method of 

instruction. This involved gradual learning by doing and some amount of productive 

struggle and messiness, much like an apprentice’s journey. However, these teachers 

persisted for a decade to successfully implement the essentials of inquiry-based 

instruction. Sometimes, inquiry fails when teachers implement it once, it does not go 

exactly as planned, and they give up. Per my data, which suggests a longitudinal learning 
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curve, I recommend that teachers persist in making a series of small changes and not 

continuing on with something new until both students and teacher feel comfortable. The 

key point is to make changes in teaching slowly and eventually consolidating progress to 

move the class toward a more inquiry-based environment (Colburn, 2000). 

 Future learning environments will seek to make learning more empowering. 

The fourth major conclusion drawn from the case studies is that there was a common goal 

amongst teachers to prepare students for the workforce of the future. The data show that 

future learning environments will seek to make learning more empowering through 

fostering student ownership and choice. 

Although the teachers’ beliefs about the role of their students varied on a 

continuum from Jason’s view of “students needing some teacher aid” to Ryan’s goal 

“that students take ownership of their learning,” to Lisa’s laissez-faire view of “putting 

the process and product in hands of students,” overall, what underlined their inquiry 

approach was a common goal in engaging students, giving them choice, and preparing 

them for the future workforce. 

Lisa emphasized her role as an innovative educator interested in trailblazing a 

new focus for her classroom. She asserted, “I am committed to empowering my students 

and guiding them on a path towards lifelong learning. Empowered learners will be the 

people who change our world.” 

Ryan’s ultimate goal was to have students take ownership of their learning 

through making students self-regulated and resourceful. He noted that helping students 

take ownership of their work takes a lot of scaffolding and it takes a lot of process, but he 
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has endeavored to impart this way of thinking through teaching self-regulated strategies. 

His students engage in self-monitoring, goal setting, and self-evaluating in order to take 

ownership of their learning. 

Implications for practice 

The findings, discussion, and conclusions provide (a) inspiration and direction for 

future enactment of authentic inquiry-based instruction in classrooms; (b) directions for 

professional development support; and (c) new areas for consideration for research.  

Implications for areas to support teachers are as follows: (a) empowering teachers with 

autonomy; (b) helping teachers internalize the concepts of authentic inquiry-based 

instruction; (c) immersing teachers in learning by doing; and (c) setting the stage for 21st 

century learning environments. I discuss each of these implications next. 

Empowering teachers with autonomy. The findings in this study – both the 

teachers’ responses to interviews and the teachers’ experiences – suggest that “context 

matters.” Participants in this study were able to mold their inquiry-based instruction 

around their students’ interests and the school contexts in which they teach because they 

had a certain amount of freedom and autonomy as educators to enact inquiry-based 

instruction. This brings to the forefront the salient issue of how empowering teachers 

with autonomy in enacting their inquiry models enables the teacher and student to jointly 

construct the classroom culture, the curriculum, and the content knowledge (Aulls & 

Shore, 2008).  

Moreover, in order to carry out the inquiry process, participants also employed 

different models of inquiry. Both Lisa and Ryan employed the project-based learning 
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model of Buck Institute of Education, but each enacted the process differently. This 

suggests that teachers must have freedom of choice as they implement an instructional 

practice. This finding supports the power of choice in enacting inquiry-based instruction 

(Grant, Swan & Lee, 2017; Glasser, 1998). 

Additionally, both Jason and Ryan strongly believed in the need for teacher 

freedom or teachers’ personal license in enacting inquiry-based instruction. Ryan 

mentioned that teacher discretion affords teachers’ enactment of inquiry-based learning: 

“More teacher discretion of how they can run the classroom is needed for this kind of 

learning.” Ryan and Jason noted that their principals or administrations have granted 

them autonomy in designing and implementing units. However, Ryan needed to convince 

his administration of the value of inquiry-based instruction by inviting them to his 

classrooms, student presentations, etc.  

In light of the aforementioned points, it is essential that administrators allow 

teachers a certain amount of autonomy and freedom in curriculum development. Teachers 

in this study were unburdened by constraints of fitting inquiry-based lessons within 

existing school curricula. As a result, they exhibited exemplary and creative enactment of 

inquiry-based instruction; molding their inquiry-based instruction around their subject 

area, their students’ interests, and the contexts in which they teach. Ryan created units 

which leveraged the active parent, business, and education community in which he 

works. For example, Ryan receives a PTA grant for the school improvement project-

based unit every year. He further added that his students are keen to make a difference to 
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the community, and by creating such units, he meets the needs of the child’s interests in 

solving real-world problems. 

By the same token, Lisa created units which leveraged the context in which she 

works; the school neighborhood is situated in an upper-middle class neighborhood where 

children have technology, opportunities to travel, resources, etc. Since her students were 

well-traveled, she was able to get her students’ active interest by having her students 

create digital portfolios highlighting attractions from the Western region and then 

showcasing different regions of the country through the travel agency. 

Brophy (1993) stated that classroom studies of teacher practice show that 

exemplary social studies teachers enact the same lessons in very different ways, 

depending on teachers’ goals, orientations and beliefs, calling “into question the 

feasibility and desirability of standardized curriculum guidelines and texts, even at the 

local level” (p. 225).  This view is supported by Levstik and Tyson (2008) who stated 

that attempts to mandate particular forms of instruction should be viewed with 

considerable caution as it is as more likely to inhibit exemplary teachers. Additionally, 

the creators of the IDM model stated that “inquiries require one’s expertise and 

individual craft to fully come to life” (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017, p. 112). Together, these 

authors highlight the need for empowering teachers with autonomy in enacting their 

inquiry models in order for instruction to “fully come to life.” 

Helping teachers internalize the concepts of authentic inquiry-based 

instruction. The findings reinforce a clear need for professional development which 

address not only some of the inquiry-based instruction fundamentals (creating a driving 
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or compelling question, engaging students in an inquiry process, etc.), but also help 

teachers fully internalize the concepts of constructivist theory in terms of what it implies 

for creating an authentic inquiry-based learning unit. For example, Ryan and Lisa created 

an authentic inquiry-based learning environment based upon the belief that students 

should be empowered to drive their own learning with the teacher acting as a 

metacognitive guide. Jason, on the other hand, advocated for more teacher control due to 

his belief that students in middle school are not mature enough to direct themselves. It is 

vital that teachers like Jason can fully leverage the benefits of inquiry-based instruction. 

Jason expressed constructivist goals such as preparing his students to embody the 

characteristics of the “Portrait of the Graduate” and empowering them through 

wondering, questioning, and evaluating. Here lies an opportunity for professional 

development initiatives to help teachers make that confident shift to trust their students 

by promoting the notion of self-regulation skills. Otherwise, teachers will keep reverting 

to more “familiar recitation scripts.” Windschitl (2002) argued that to understand 

constructivism, knowledge of its underlying principles is a necessary but insufficient 

condition: “Teachers hoping to teach for understanding should be prepared not only to 

learn how constructivist fundamentals translate into classroom strategies but also to 

undergo a major transformation of thinking about teaching and learning” (p. 143).  

Therefore, to be successful, inquiry professional development must not only teach 

inquiry knowledge, but it must also assess and directly address teachers’ beliefs: “To 

know about constructivism, then, is difficult enough, but transforming classroom practice 

in meaningful, coherent ways requires that one also come to think as a constructivist” 
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(Windschitl, 2002, p. 143). This includes viewing learning as an active process of 

knowledge construction rather than as the process of simply obtaining information 

through research. It also includes encouraging students to use metacognitive processes. 
Teachers participating in professional development will benefit from a discussion 

of how their beliefs of social studies, their students, effective teaching, and the purpose of 

education support or impede inquiry-based instruction. Reflection journals and group 

discussions could be encouraged which allow teachers to think about how inquiry 

teaching fits into their current belief systems. Opportunities to watch videos and analyze 

teachers modeling authentic inquiry-based instruction could provide a clear picture of 

such learning environments.  

Thus, an important implication that might be drawn from this study is that to 

achieve authentic classroom inquiry, professional development would most likely be 

required to address not only some constructivist fundamentals but also to help teachers 

fully internalize the concepts of this theory (Gordon, 2009). 

Immersing teachers in learning by doing. The findings exhibited that two of my 

participants incrementally advanced from novices to experts in enacting a new method of 

instruction which involves gradual learning by doing and persistence and messiness, 

much like an apprentice’s journey. Both Ryan and Lisa held constructivist teaching 

beliefs, but it took several years before they were able to develop the mastery necessary 

to implement inquiry-based instruction. Lisa admits that it took her several years to move 

from wondering “...is there anything out there that would help me understand how to do 

this?” to feeling confident in enacting this type of learning. As mentioned in my findings, 
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Lisa’s pedagogical content knowledge to integrate inquiry-based instruction developed 

incrementally through researching on the internet, ordering books from the Buck Institute 

of Education, and creating a PLC at her school. She mentioned how she tried creating 

student-centered learning for the last thirteen years: “I have always really tried to put it 

on them discovering what they are doing.” The year of this study was the first that she 

tried “to fit as many of the criteria of what true project-based learning is into lesson 

planning and implementing it as a process.” 

Ryan had a similar journey of trying to enact inquiry-based instruction. He 

reflected on wanting to implement inquiry as a novice teacher but lacked the experience 

and confidence. Moreover, he admitted experiencing an overwhelming stage of survival 

in his first two years of teaching, striving to maintain classroom order and getting 

students to be on task. Ryan acknowledged that “becoming more comfortable with it, 

comfortable teaching it and knowing the process and knowing that it is okay if things 

don’t go exactly the way they are planned eventually translated into confidence of 

teaching it with students and also presenting to the administration.”   Ryan’s pedagogical 

content knowledge to integrate inquiry-based instruction developed incrementally 

through researching on the internet, engaging in a doctoral program, and participating in 

other professional development initiatives. Ryan had been teaching for more than twelve 

years but started integrating all the elements of project-based learning only two years 

prior to this study. The findings suggest that for inquiry-based instruction to flourish in 

American classrooms, teachers should be willing to embrace a longitudinal learning 

curve and take risks as classroom instruction may not always go as planned. 
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The findings also revealed that the teachers never experienced authentic inquiry-

based instruction in their own learning as students, nor had they taken on the student role 

immersing in the process of inquiry-based instruction through professional development 

sessions. As Hanegan and Bigler (2009) and Matson (2018) found, teachers need to be 

immersed in authentic inquiry experiences as learners in order to change their ideas and 

practices surrounding inquiry. 

The findings of this study point to the importance of a scaffolded learning by 

doing approach to professional development, which could vary according to the 

individual and his/her background. Just as students need proper scaffolding to be 

successful, scaffolding has been suggested for teachers as well. Scaffolded learning by 

doing can occur in professional development sessions or university courses which allow 

social studies teachers to experience authentic inquiry-based instruction by taking a 

student role and immersing themselves in experiencing the process and gaining 

conceptual understanding.  Teachers may need to see models of inquiry-based instruction 

as a process before they can, in turn, improvise and implement in the classroom.  Giving 

teachers the opportunity to observe experienced facilitators in action is one such measure. 

In addition, it is imperative that these professional learning opportunities provide time for 

collaboration related to planning and transfer into their classrooms. The following phases 

are recommendations for how teachers can experience the process of inquiry 

authentically and through a scaffolded approach at a university or a professional 

development workshop: 
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1. Modeling by a facilitator or through videos in order to develop a mental model of 

the fundamental processes and goals of inquiry-based instruction.  

2. Teacher/learner should be immersed in the process similar to a student in the 

classroom (learning by doing as novice).  

3. Teacher/learner approximates replication of the fundamental processes and goals 

of inquiry-based instruction through lesson plans/unit plans in collaborative 

working groups or through scaffolding and feedback from the facilitator. 

4. Teacher/learner widens the range of application with his/her own inquiry models 

and learning goals, with less support in his classroom. Learning by doing 

continues but within the framework of situated learning. 

5. More self-directed learning by doing, improvising and implementation takes place 

in classrooms. Teacher continues to move towards mastery through peer 

collaborations and other professional development initiatives. With advancements 

in technology, some of these peer collaborations and other professional 

development initiatives take place online. 

Setting the stage for 21st century learning environments. Professional 

development initiatives through universities or schools should support teachers in setting 

the stage for 21st century learning environments. My findings exhibited that, in general, 

the participants appeared to be moving more toward giving their students empowerment 

and autonomy and preparing them for the workforce of the future. New learning goals 

were emphasized through inquiry-based approaches which could have implications for 
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21st century learning such as promoting students’ interdisciplinary inquiry and teaching 

self-regulation skills. 

Future learning environments should seek to make students more self-directed, as 

implied by my findings. Both Ryan and Lisa helped facilitate student empowerment and 

self-regulatory skills in a project-based learning environment. However, Ryan explicitly 

taught his students self-regulation strategies (SRL) to achieve positive student outcomes. 

In order to support other teachers to achieve similar outcomes, professional development 

is the key. Similar to my suggestion on providing apprentice opportunities, the 

professional development should incorporate a modeling section, a coaching section, and 

a practice or application section. This can significantly help teachers learn about SRL and 

how to infuse SRL processes in an inquiry-based classroom to support student autonomy, 

competence, and self-efficacy (Dippold, 2015). 

One other area which played a big role for Jason and Lisa, as implied by my 

findings, is technology and technological pedagogical knowledge. Technological 

pedagogical knowledge (TPK) includes the ability to creatively use available technology 

tools in a pedagogical context (Mishra & Koehler, 2006). Lisa and Jason discussed using 

technology as a part and enhancement of their pedagogical methods in teaching content. 

For Lisa, technology application was a significant part of the learning and assessment, 

and students had to create a digital scrapbook using an online scrapbook program. Lisa 

hoped to leverage more technology to make her students independent learners through 

flip teaching and other digital technology. Jason stated, “History is going to be content 

rich so one of the things I also do is flip teaching, where some of the lecture is done at 
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home through videos…. I have over 40 videos that students watch over the course of the 

year which is the lecture part or the PowerPoint part, so I do not have to do that in class. 

Why not use that class time to allow some level of interaction?” 

There is evidence of increasing use of technological pedagogical knowledge in 

inquiry-based instructional settings in social studies education. As mentioned in my 

literature review, authors have used inquiry-based models to engage students to solve an 

authentic historical mystery using web-based historical documents (Swan, Hofer, & 

Gallicchio, 2006), to gain insights into particular historical issues while deepening their 

problem-solving and multimedia skills (Saye & Brush, 2006), or to create multimedia 

mini-documentaries in a six-week history unit in a technology-assisted project-based 

learning setting (Hernandez-Ramos & De La Paz, 2009). 

Professional development initiatives through universities or schools should 

support teachers in setting the stage for 21st century inquiry-based learning environments 

which include technology integration at the grassroots level. 

Limitations 

There are several limitations to consider when reviewing the study. First, the 

schools in the study do not necessarily represent diverse American classrooms. This 

study consisted of mostly Caucasian and Asian students from two high achieving and 

well-resourced middle schools and an elementary school. SOL achievement was not a 

significant concern for the schools in this study, which may have allowed teachers greater 

freedom with experimenting with inquiry-based instruction. The teachers in this study did 

not have large populations of ESL students or students needing special education 
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services, which may have influenced their responses on the effectiveness of inquiry-based 

instruction for their students.   

Second, observations were limited to one unit of study which spanned four to 

seven weeks, and not to several units. I did not observe every single class period during 

the unit, as certain classes were allocated to tests, field trips, or review lessons. Third, the 

results would not be possible to generalize because only three participants were chosen 

from three schools, all from one geographical region.   

Future research 

While the current study provides rich data from three teachers, areas for future 

research could include exploring teachers’ implementation of inquiry-based instruction in 

schools which are not as well-resourced and where accountability pressures are higher. 

Such school contexts would help to understand whether teachers’ fidelity and 

receptiveness to inquiry-based pedagogical approach resembles or differs from the 

current findings. 

Another area for future research could be exploring teachers’ integration of 

inquiry-based instruction through interdisciplinary unit plans within an elementary or 

middle school setting. The case study of Lisa pointed to the benefits of integrating 

content in elementary classrooms as she weaved big ideas from different disciplines and 

fostered cross curricular collaborations. Such case studies could provide inspiration to 

other teachers as well as sustain the notion that integration helps students learn, motivates 

students, and helps build problem-solving skills.  
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Other possibilities could include a qualitative study with an “aesthetic way of 

knowing” (Eisner, 1979, 2009). Schools are increasingly encouraging curriculum 

development that aligns with the standards and also engages students in active and 

creative learning processes. Eisner’s aesthetic ways of knowing purports that to suppress 

or ignore aesthetics is to minimize how we can experience and interpret the world, and 

that aesthetic experience/knowing should be incorporated into educational experience as 

a valuable perspective of reality. McClure and Zitlow (1991) articulated that an aesthetic 

way of knowing has been neglected in content areas such as science, social studies, and 

mathematics. Using an aesthetic way of knowing, researchers could look at the classroom 

experience: (a) what are some of the events that are taking place as a result of inquiry-

based instruction? (e.g., more students are engaged, more students are asking questions in 

class, more students are talking in group activities); (b) how did students and teachers 

organize themselves in these events?; and (c) What were the reactions of participants in 

these events? (e.g., students enjoyed working collaboratively in projects). 

Creating A Road Well Travelled 

I started this paper by exploring the emergence of the “inquiry mode of learning” 

in the 1960s. Grounded in Dewey’s theory of inquiry, scholars conceptualized the inquiry 

mode of learning through their pedagogical beliefs, goals and visions, resulting in many 

different models. The inquiry mode of learning has ebbed and flowed over the decades: 

inquiry-based instructional models have been fluid, subject to not only the beliefs and 

visions of scholars who conceptualized them, but also to the conditions of society over 

time; and learning goals have been dynamic, shifting with the tides of 21st century. 
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However, efforts to sustain and build inquiry-based instruction have continued. Today, 

inquiry-based instruction is seen as a powerful process of learning in the 21st century 

classrooms and is embodied by many models. This study identified gaps in the literature 

and attempted to build on understanding the different ways that inquiry instruction was 

conceptualized and implemented by three experienced classroom teachers. The need to 

understand teachers’ conceptualization of inquiry-based instruction was paramount in this 

regard, as learning environments continue to march forward in preparing students for 21st 

century learning goals.  Ultimately, it will be the teachers, the principal aids in the 

teaching process (Bruner, 1960) and the pedagogical brokers in the classroom (Manfra, 

2010), who will determine how learning flows based on their conceptualizations, i.e., 

their beliefs, goals, and vision.  

The teachers’ conceptualizations suggested that there was a common goal among 

all of them to empower their learners as the workforce of the future: Lisa (putting the 

process and product in the hands of students); Ryan (giving students ownership of their 

learning); and Jason (building inquiry through student wondering and questioning). There 

was also a common theme among the teachers to creatively adapt their inquiry-based 

instruction to the needs/interests of their students and to the culture/context in which they 

worked. Emphasis was placed on learning goals such as promoting interdisciplinary 

inquiry and helping students acquire self-regulation skills. Motivated by strong 

constructivist beliefs about student learning and supported by a school culture and 

context that provided autonomy and stimulus, teachers shared that they slowly acquired 

the pedagogical knowledge to enact inquiry-based instruction in their classrooms. 
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One of my participants, Jason, compared the creative experience of unit planning 

to artistry. He said that planning a unit is his favorite part, “…because it’s like in a way 

how an artist plans…you have a blank slate in front of you…and then it’s kind of 

arranging it in a meaningful way.” Likewise, Ryan looked at teaching as a craft. 

Referring to his journey with inquiry-based instruction, he said, “That’s why I started to 

create it…. I sort of had done research and saw it as a value to my students and me as an 

educator who wanted to improve his craft.” 

Eisner (2002) stated, “Imagination is no mere ornament; nor is art. Together they 

can liberate us from our indurated habits. They might help us restore decent purpose to 

our efforts and help us create the kind of schools our children deserve and our culture 

needs. Those aspirations, my friends, are stars worth stretching for” (p. 16). In closing, I 

would like to say, let’s keep the imagination and creative aspirations of teachers and 

students alive. 
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Appendix A 

 

Individual Interview Guide 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about your educational background? 

2. How do you remember your social studies classes? 

3. Can you tell me a little bit about your work history? 

4. What knowledge, skills and attitudes do you want to foster in your students? 

5. What do you feel your role is as a teacher? 

6. How long have you been integrating inquiry-based instruction? 

7. If you could walk me through your planning process – how do you plan an 

inquiry lesson? 

8. What do you see as the benefits and drawbacks of this kind of instruction? 

9. What professional development have you received? 

10. How do you define inquiry-based instruction to someone who is unfamiliar 

with it? 

11. What inspired you to embrace inquiry-based instruction? 

12. What factors (contextual) have supported you in use of inquiry-based 

instruction? Contextual factors could be administration, students, parents, or 

county. 
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13. Can you give some examples of some inquiry-based units/lessons that you use 

during the year? 

14. How do you come up with such ideas? 
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Appendix C 

 

 

 

Informed Consent Form 

 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

This research is being conducted as part of my dissertation and seeks to investigate how 

social studies teachers conceptualize and engage their students in inquiry - based 

instruction. If you agree to participate, you will have to agree to be observed in your 

classroom. Each of the observations will cover the entire instructional period for that 

lesson. I will observe 10 lessons minimum (45 minutes each) for each participant. After 

some observations, a minimum of 3 semi-structured interviews will take place which will 

be audiotaped.  

 

RISKS 

There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research. 

 

BENEFITS 

There are no direct benefits to you as a participant other than to further research in the 

field of social studies education. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

The data in this study will be confidential. No personally identifiable information such as 

the name of the respondent or address will be reported in the final paper. The records of 

this study will be kept private and secure in a locked file. Your name will not be used in 

any report. 

 

PARTICIPATION 

Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for 

any reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no 

penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you 

or any other party  

 

CONTACT 

This research is being conducted by Fahima Choudhryfrom the College of Education and 

Human Development at George Mason University. Dr. Sturtevant is the faculty advisor 

on this study and she can be reached at estutev@gmu.edu.   You may contact the George 

Mason University Office of Research Integrity & Assurance at 703-993-4121 if you have 

mailto:estutev@gmu.edu


236 

 

questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant in the research. 

 

CONSENT 

I have read this form, all of my questions have been answered by the research staff, and I 

agree to participate in this study.  

 

__________________________ 

Name, Signature, Date 
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Appendix D 

 

Summary of Teachers’ Conceptualization of Inquiry 

 

     

Name Conceptualization Definition Inquiry 

Model 

Learning Goals 

     

 

Lisa 

 

Inquiry-based 

instruction is an 

empowering process 

that allows students to 

enjoy the experience 

of authentic learning 

 

Inquiry is letting students 

drive where the learning is 

going... they are the ones 

exploring it, guiding it 

learning it. They are much 

more connected to what 

they are doing because it is 

them creating it for 

themselves. 

 

Project-

based 

Learning 

(Buck 

Institute of 

Education 

framework) 

 

Creativity  

Communication 

Collaboration 

Critical thinking 

Digital skills 

 

Interdisciplinary 

inquiry 

 

Jason Inquiry-based 

instruction stimulates 

students to want to 

know more by shifting 

wondering, 

questioning, and 

critical thinking to 

them 

We use the word inquiry 

so that they want to know 

more and sometimes we 

will turn over to them to 

find more…sometimes it’s 

going to be with a little bit 

of a teacher aide. 

Own 

process of 

inquiry 

Critical thinking 

skills 

Discourse 

Portrait of a 

graduate 

 

Disciplinary 

inquiry 

 

Ryan Inquiry-based 

instruction is a real-

world decision- 

making/investigative 

process which help 

students develop 

ownership of learning 

Inquiry-based is the idea 

of having students explore 

through a process: identify 

a problem, explore, 

research, come up with a 

solution and be able to 

argue or articulate it. 

Project-

based 

Learning 

Self-regulation 

skills 

Decision making 

process 
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Appendix E 

 

Summary of Factors Influencing & Supporting Teachers’ Use of Inquiry 

    

Name What factors 

supported? 

What influenced 

them? 

Goals for future 

    

Lisa • Personal 

research  

 

• Resources from 

Buck Institute of 

Education 

 

• Professional 

network of 

educators 

 

 

• Student life 

 

• Core beliefs 

about purpose 

of schooling 

• She plans to engage 

her students in the 

LAUNCH model 

(Spencer & Juliani) 

 

 

• She plans to do more 

interdisciplinary 

units such as 

colonizing a distant 

planet. 

 

Jason • Administration 

Support 

 

• Age group he 

teaches 

 

 

• Student life 

 

• Core beliefs 

about purpose 

of history 

 

• He plans to have his 

students create and 

answer their own 

essay questions. 

Ryan • Administration 

Support 

 

• School context 

 

• Resources from 

BIE 

 

• Doctoral 

program 

 

• Student life 

 

• Core beliefs 

about purpose 

of schooling 

 

• Volunteer 

experience in 

college 

• He plans to engage 

students to present 

ideas to the local 

city council. 
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