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When our students are excited, truly inter-

ested, and personally motivated, the best kind of 

learning transpires!  True education is about mo-

tivation and relevance. When education is pur-

poseful, engaging, and fun, students learn. As 

successful teachers, we know that igniting curi-

osity in young people is one way to educational 

success. In quality social studies lessons, stu-

dents are active participants in their own educa-

tion. Most important, in quality social studies 

lessons the instruction begins with a question, a 

compelling question.  Compelling questions 

drive the inquiry as students read, research, pon-

der and look for answers through credible 

sources.  When instruction begins with a ques-

tion, motivation is inherent as each day brings 

new answers, heightened awareness, collabora-

tion, construction of knowledge, and more ques-

tions to investigate. Having a voice in the class-

room, learning why people do the things they 

do, using questions to investigate the world 

around them, and applying what they learn to 

current issues, prepare students for a future of 

informed and active citizenry. This integrated 

approach and focus on civic participation make 

inquiry-based social studies instruction an indis-

pensable part of 21st century classrooms.  

The goals of inquiry-based instruction are 

to: a) provide rigor and relevance, b) build criti-

cal thinking, problem solving, and participatory 

skills to enable students to become engaged citi-

zens; and, c) integrate  instruction with high 

quality reading, writing, listening, speaking, col-

laboration and decision-making. Virtually all 

authoritative voices and documents in every 

teaching field are calling for schools to be more 

student-centered, active, experiential, authentic, 

democratic, collaborative, rigorous, and chal-

lenging. As noted in The Inquiry Design Mod-

el  (Grant, Lee, Swan, 2015), the best curriculum 

emphasizes the acquisition and application of 

knowledge through an inquiry-based approach 

for learning.  

 

Begin with Questions and Plan Inquiries 

 

Traditionally, we give our students infor-

mation and then ask questions to see if they have 

http://www.c3teachers.org/inquiry-design-model/
http://www.c3teachers.org/inquiry-design-model/
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understood what we have taught them. Inquiry-

based instruction begins with a question. Ideal-

ly, it’s a question that students truly want to in-

vestigate; one that reflects the ideas and experi-

ences they bring to class. It is open-ended, rele-

vant to students, and naturally increases the aca-

demic rigor. A compelling question frames the 

inquiry under study and helps learners collect, 

organize, and pursue their ideas through the 

task of answering the question. The College, 

Career  & Civic Life C3 Framework for State 

Social Studies Standards provides the question 

“Was the Revolutionary War revolutionary?” as 

a sample compelling question. Other examples 

that teachers successfully use are:  “Is moving 

to a new location worth the risk?” or “Does 

where I live affect how I live?” or “What makes 

someone a hero? All of these require a lot of 

deep learning in order for students to investigate 

them properly. The result is not finite and the 

conclusion evolves daily as students research, 

collaborate, and learn. This type of learning is 

precisely what increases rigor, relevance, and 

learner motivation. Framing units of study 

around a compelling question powerfully influ-

ences students’ interaction with the lesson ac-

tivities. 

Compelling questions focus on enduring 

issues and concerns. They deal with curiosities 

about how things work; interpretations and ap-

plications of disciplinary concepts; and unre-

solved issues that require students to construct 

arguments in response. With compelling ques-

tions driving units of study, students are able to 

dive deeper into curriculum. Infused literacy 

skills occur as children practice the skills need-

ed for historical inquiry, conducting research, 

and writing informative, narrative and opinion 

essays while continuously making connections 

to their own lives.   

 

Apply Disciplinary Tools and Concepts 

 

Integrating the major social studies disci-

plines of history, civics, economics, and geogra-

phy allows students to study a topic through 

multiple lenses. This important integration leads 

to deep and enduring understanding. For exam-

ple, a unit of study surrounding the compelling 

question “Does voting matter?” may utilize in-

tegrated social studies disciplines to provide 

more meaningful learning. From a historical 

lens, students study a voting rights timeline and 

analyze the cause and effect relationship be-

tween major events in history and voting related 

events. With information from primary sources, 

they write a cause and effect essay citing histor-

ical documents to demonstrate the causes of 

voting-related Constitutional amendments. 

While reading the primary sources, students 

analyze and evaluate the information to decide 

if they are credible. From this civics perspec-

tive, students determine the reliability and cred-

ibility of the source. To understand the connec-

tion of economics to early voting rights, stu-

dents analyze a photo of re-enactors at colonial 

Williamsburg and discuss questions such as the 

following examples. 

 What was the cultural significance of “white 

men with property” being the only people 

who voted in early America? 

 Who controlled the resources? 

https://www.socialstudies.org/c3
https://www.socialstudies.org/c3
https://www.socialstudies.org/c3
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 Why did officials tie voting rights to 

wealth? 

 Why did this change over time?   

 

Finally, to include geography, students 

study and analyze maps depicting voting statis-

tics and voter turnout rate in different parts of 

the country or in the local area.  Discussion 

questions such as: Who is voting in the greatest 

numbers/least numbers today according to ge-

ography? What might be reasons for differing 

voter turnout rates? What are possible solutions 

to improving voting statistics? Integration of 

this type allows students to study a topic in 

depth and from an interdisciplinary approach.  

 

Evaluate Sources and Use Evidence 

 

    As students pay close attention to the 

processes for gathering, analyzing, and evaluat-

ing a wide range of sources, they hone their crit-

ical thinking skills. Through the instruction of 

specific techniques, such as close reading, 

teachers guide students to read and analyze 

complex informational text, discuss various 

points of view and perspectives and see evi-

dence to make a claim or justify a conclusion. 

For example, when fifth-graders read a primary 

source such as Christopher Columbus’ journal; 

they consider the historical context of the docu-

ment, the author’s bias, the recipient’s perspec-

tive, and the document’s purpose while simulta-

neously analyzing the content of the document 

itself. Utilizing the skill-sets that adult histori-

ans use, students are excited and motivated to 

make claims based on evidence and continue 

investigating on their own. 

 

Communicate Conclusions 

Take Informed Action 

Provide that Real World Purpose 

 

This aspect of a social science class is prob-

ably the most exciting. It’s the “So we learned 

all this cool stuff…so what? What do we do 

with this knowledge?” Creating or writing for a 

true, real-world reason for an authentic, real life 

audience gives learning a level of relevance; a 

relevance that can be replicated in no other way. 

When fifth graders make pamphlets and run a 

voter registration campaign, the learning trans-

cends into an “event.” The excitement, motiva-

tion, level of learning, quality of product, reten-

tion of information, and desire to do more are 

direct results of the classroom process. Writing 

a classroom constitution, sending letters to the 

mayor, planting orange trees by the front office, 

making books for preschoolers, and filming a 

public service announcement all highlight stu-

dent learning and instill the habits we need for 

an engaged citizenry. These experiences lead to 

responsible societal behaviors, as we encourage 

students to make intelligent, informed decisions 

about the extent to which they may participate 

in the political system. Effective social studies/

civic education can be taught in every grade and 

modeled daily by teachers; teachers who under-

stand the importance of membership in the soci-

ety-at-large. We must impart to students the 

knowledge and methods needed to participate, 

the desire to make a difference in our democrat-

ic society, and the belief that it is worthwhile to 

do so.   

Inquiry-based instruction is grounded in 

active, student-centered, best practices that pro-

mote and hone critical thinking skills. It relies 

on students’ abilities to ask questions, think crit-

ically, look at topics through interdisciplinary 

lenses, solve problems collaboratively and dem-

ocratically, and experience real-world learning. 

With an inquiry driven approach, students are 

engaged and motivated high achievement and 

informed action follows. 
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