
Inquiry: A Collection of Ideas 
 
“Inquiry is a dynamic approach to learning that involves exploring the 
world, asking questions, making discoveries, and rigorously testing 
those discoveries in the search for new understanding. However, 
inquiry is a tough concept to pin down. It is complex, multifaceted, 
and looks different in different classrooms and contexts.” 

(http://ilf.crlt.indiana.edu/) 
 

"For students, this method of learning ends the listen-to-learn 
paradigm of the classroom and gives them a real and authentic goal 
challenges to overcome. For the teacher, inquiry-based education ends 
their paradigm of talking to teach and recasts them in the role of a 
colleague and mentor engaged in the same quest as the other younger 
learners around." 

(http://www.ncsa.uiuc.edu/Cyberia/DVE/FusionDVE/html/ 
inquiry_based_education.html) 

 
"Inquiry is an approach to learning that involves a process of exploring 
the natural or material world, that leads to asking questions and 
making discoveries in the search for new understandings." 

(http://www.exploratorium.edu/IFI/resources/inquirydesc.html) 
 
“Inquiry implies involvement that leads to understanding. 
Furthermore, involvement in learning implies possessing skills and 
attitudes that permit you to seek resolutions to questions and issues 
while you construct new knowledge.” 

(http://www.thirteen.org/edonline/concept2class/inquiry/ 
 
 
"Inquiry" is defined as "a seeking for truth, information, or knowledge 
-- seeking information by questioning." Individuals carry on the 
process of inquiry from the time they are born until they die. This is 
true even though they might not reflect upon the process. Infants 
begin to make sense of the world by inquiring. From birth, babies 
observe faces that come near, they grasp objects, they put things in 
their mouths, and they turn toward voices. The process of inquiring 
begins with gathering information and data through applying the 
human senses -- seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, and smelling. 

(http://www.thirteen.org/edonline/concept2class/inquiry/) 
 

 
 



“Through the process of inquiry, individuals construct much of their 
understanding of the natural and human-designed worlds. Inquiry 
implies a "need or want to know" premise. Inquiry is not so much 
seeking the right answer -- because often there is none -- but rather 
seeking appropriate resolutions to questions and issues. For educators, 
inquiry implies emphasis on the development of inquiry skills and the 
nurturing of inquiring attitudes or habits of mind that will enable 
individuals to continue the quest for knowledge throughout life.” 

(http://www.thirteen.org/edonline/concept2class/inquiry/) 
 
“Inquiry learning is based on the assumption that students bring some 
prior knowledge/experience to a topic and that this needs to be 
acknowledged and built upon.  Inquiry also involves students in asking 
questions about issues/ideas that are relevant to them and 
investigating answers to those questions.  It is active rather than 
passive; emphasizing process as well as content; structured and 
sequenced, rather than sporadic and disconnected.  While we believe 
inquiry is enhanced by integrating the curriculum, it can be used to 
plan learning within particular disciplines.” 

(Learning Links: Strategic teaching for the learner-centred classroom  
by Kath Murdoch and Jeni Wilson, p.106) 

 
“I define an act of inquiry as a language act in which one attempts to 
elicit another’s help in going beyond his/her own present 
understanding.” 

(Children’s Inquiry: Using Language to Make Sense of the World  
by Judith Wells Lindfors, p. ix, emphasis original) 

 
“An inquiry stance [is] characterized by repositioning curriculum as the 
outcome of instruction rather than the starting point.  In this particular 
set of practices, the noticing and questioning that students engage in 
around the gathered texts determine what will become important 
content in the study (the teacher doesn’t determine this in advance), 
and depth rather than coverage is the driving force in the development 
of this content.” 

(“Exploring Inquiry as a Teaching Stance in the Writing Workshop”  
by Katie Wood Ray in Language Arts, Vol. 83, No. 3, January 2006) 

 
 
 
 
 



Inquiry Indicators: 
How does the environment support inquiry? 
 
Students work in an appropriate and supportive physical 
environment. 

q The room is set up to support small-group interaction and 
investigation. 

q Lists of student wonderings or questions are prominent and 
available for all to see. 

q A variety of general supplies are available, both at desks and 
in easily-accessed cabinets. 

q Student work is displayed in a variety of ways in order to 
reflect their investigations. 

 
 
Students are empowered to inquire. 

q Their thinking is solicited and honoured. 
q They are comfortable expressing ideas and opinions and 

speaking up. 
q They are encouraged to share information and ideas with 

each other—as individuals or in groups. 
q They know what they are doing and why. 

 
 
Students work in a variety of configurations to encourage 
communication. 

q Work may be done in student pairs, small or large groups, or 
in whole-class situations. 

q Students have many opportunities to respond to feedback 
and learn from one another. 

q Students become part of a “community of learning”, 
supporting and affecting each other’s thinking. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Inquiry Indicators: 
What is the teacher doing? 
 
Teachers model behaviours and skills. 

q They show children how to use new tools or materials.  
q They guide students in taking more and more responsibility 

in investigations. 
q They help students design and carry out skills of recording, 

document and drawing conclusions. 
 
Teachers support content learning. 

q They help students form tentative explanations while moving 
toward content understanding. 

q They introduce tools and materials and ideas appropriate to 
content learning. 

q They use appropriate terminology, as well as mathematical 
language. 

 
Teachers use multiple means of assessment. 

q They are sensitive to what children are thinking and learning 
and identify areas in which children are struggling. 

q They talk to children, ask questions, make suggestions, share 
and interact. 

q They move around and make themselves available to all 
students. 

q They help children go to the next stage of learning with 
appropriate clues and prompts. 

 
Teachers act as facilitators. 

q They use open-ended questions that encourage investigation, 
observation and thinking. 

q They carefully listen to students’ ideas, comments and 
questions in order to help them develop their skills and 
thought processes. 

q They suggest new things to look at and try and encourage 
further experimentation and thinking. 

q They orchestrate and encourage student dialogue. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Inquiry Indicators: 
What are the students doing? 
 
Students view themselves as active participants in the process 
of learning. 

q They look forward to learning. 
q They demonstrate a desire to learn more. 
q They seek to collaborate and work cooperatively with their 

peers. 
q They are confident in learning.  They demonstrate a 

willingness to modify ideas, take risks and display healthy 
skepticism. 

q They respect individuals and differing points of view. 
 
 
Students accept an “invitation to learn” and readily engage in 
the exploration process. 

q They exhibit curiosity and ponder observations. 
q They take the opportunity and time to try out and persevere 

with their own ideas. 
 
 
Students plan and carry out investigations. 

q They independently design a fair test as a way to try out 
their ideas. 

q They plan ways to verify, extend or discard ideas. 
q They carry out investigations by handling materials with care, 

observing, measuring and recording data. 
 
 
Students communicate using a variety of methods. 

q They express ideas in a variety of ways including journals, 
reporting, drawing, graphing, charting. 

q They listen, speak and write about their learning with 
parents, teachers and peers. 

q They use the language of the processes of learning. 
q They communicate their level of understanding of concepts 

that they have developed to date. 
 
 
Students propose explanations and solutions and build a store 
of concepts. 

q They offer explanations both from their prior knowledge and 
from knowledge gained as a result of ongoing investigations. 



q They use investigations to satisfy their own questions. 
q They sort out information and decide what is important or 

what does and doesn’t work. 
q They are willing to revise explanations and consider new 

ideas as they gain knowledge and build understanding. 
 
 
 
Students raise questions. 

q They ask questions verbally or through actions. 
q They use questions that lead them to investigations that 

generate or refine further questions and ideas. 
q They value and enjoy asking questions as an important part 

of learning. 
 
 
Students use observations. 

q They observe carefully, as opposed to just looking. 
q They see details, seek patterns, detect sequences and 

events; they notice changes, similarities and differences. 
 
 
Students critique their practices. 

q They create and use quality indicators to assess their own 
work. 

q They report and celebrate their strengths and identify what 
they’d like to improve upon. 

q They reflect with adults and their peers. 
 
 

Adapted from materials created by the Exploratorium Institute for 
Inquiry, and the work of Doris Ash and Barry Kluger-Bell in “Inquiry: 

Thoughts, Views and Strategies for the K-5 Classroom” in 
Foundations: A monography for professionals in science, mathematics 

and technology education. 
http://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2000/nsf99148/htmstart.htm 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Inquiry: The PYP Perspective 
 

Current level of understanding 
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Exploring, 
wondering and 

questioning 

Experimenting 
and playing with 

possibilities 

Making and 
testing 
theories 

Collecting data 
and reporting 

findings 

Making connections 
between previous learning 

and current learning 

Researching 
and seeking 
information 

Taking  
and defending 

a position 

Deepening understanding 
through application of a 

concept 

Clarifying existing ideas 
and reappraising 

perceptions of events 



 
 
 


