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Inquiry teaching? How difficult can it be? 

 

  Just have the students create some interest-

ing questions and you are off and running. Not 

so fast. It doesn’t quite work that way. 

While working with a group of 3rd, 4th and 

5th graders, I decided to have a “Tea and Talk,” 

an activity I adapted from NCSS Smart Briefs 

(2019), a weekly email chocked full of great ide-

as published the National Council of Social Sci-

ence. Since our students were researching the 

history of the local community, I invited five 

senior citizens who have lived in the community 

all their lives to meet with the students for tea 

(apple cider for the kids), fresh baked cookies, 

and conversations about changes the seniors 

have witnessed in the community over time.  

In the spirit of inquiry, I decided to have the 

children create their own sets of questions to ask 

the seniors. Due to a shortage of time and with 

no preparation on how to craft questions, I 

thought the students would have an innate 

knowledge of how to write compelling ques-

tions. Wrong!  

The students loved chatting with the seniors 

who in return were impressed by the eagerness 

of the children to listen. However, the questions 

were quite terrible, low-level, and some elicited 

only simple yes or no answers. Yikes! I should 

have saved some of the questions for this article, 

but I was so distressed with the results that I 

tossed them! 

What went wrong? First, as the lesson un-

folded, I knew immediately that my lack of 

planning had caused the “less than revealing” 

results. 

Perhaps the biggest challenge in inquiry 

teaching is to help children formulate compel-
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ling questions and to “hit the sweet spot between 

the qualities of being intellectually rigorous and 

personally relevant to students.” (Swan, Lee and 

Grant, 2015).  

Many children have lost their early eagerness 

for asking questions by the time they are in ele-

mentary school. If they do pose questions, they 

are generally directed to parents, teachers, or 

other authority figures. They expect to be given 

an answer. This type of question-asking is alto-

gether different from learning through an inquiry 

approach. “Compelling questions need to be 

worth investigating from an academic angle, but 

they also need to be worth exploring from a stu-

dent angle.” (Swan, Lee and Grant, 2015). 

Rich Carin proposes that an inquiry-based 

question should: 

 address an authentic problem or issue. 

 require the use of primary or secondary 

sources to answer it. 

 stimulate ongoing thinking. 

 raise additional questions, debate, and dis-

cussion. 

 demand supporting and corroborating evi-

dence. 

 have the potential for multiple “obvious” 

conclusions (Wiebe, 2017). 

Bruce Lesh (2010) provides help for creating 

an inquiry-based question with some of his own 

suggestions: 

 Does the question represent an important 

issue to historical and contemporary times? 

 Is the question debatable? 

 Does the question represent a reasonable 

amount of content? 

 Will the question hold the sustained interest 

of students? 

 Is the question suitable given the resources 

available? 

 Is the question challenging for the grade lev-

el and developmentally appropriate? 

 

What teacher has the time, energy and 

expertise to write these inquiry-based  

compelling questions? 

 

Fortunately, the History Social Science 

Framework for California Public Schools (2017) 

offers sample compelling questions for every 

standard. For the elementary grades, these are 

included in each chapter beginning with Kinder-

garten (Chapter 3) through Grade 5 (Chapter 8). 

For example, some questions listed for Grade 3 

include: 

 Why did people move to my community?  

 How has my community changed over time?  

 What issues are important to my communi-

ty? 

These questions can be a starting point to 

guide teams of teachers as they develop their 

own compelling questions. The questions listed 

in the Framework are meant to be illustrative 

rather than exhaustive. “Compelling questions 

come in all sizes and shapes. Some address wide 

swaths of content, while others take a more fo-

cused approach; some feature deep analysis, 

while others are more playful” (Swan, Lee, and 

Grant, 2018). The authors go on to state, 

“Wherever one starts with a question, the key is 

to keep pushing it in two directions—does it hit 

the right content notes and is it likely to get un-

der my students’ skin?” (Swan, Lee, and Grant, 

2018).  

 

If compelling questions frame an inquiry, 

supporting questions sustain it.  

 

They provide the infrastructure for lesson 

planning and help scaffold students’ investiga-

tions into the ideas and issues behind a compel-

ling question. A compelling question might be, 

“Why do we need rules?” Examples of support-

ing questions include, “What are some rules that 

families follow?” or “What classroom rules have 
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you followed in the past?”  (C3 Framework, pp. 

23-24). By design, compelling questions lead to 

arguments and supporting questions lead to ex-

planations (C3 Framework, p. 27). 

 

Is the inquiry method of teaching new to 

social studies education in California?  

 

What goes around, comes around! During 

the 1972-73 social studies textbook adoption for 

California schools, inquiry was a major focus. 

“Teaching Social Science by Inquiry” was the 

first chapter of the state-adopted book, The 

Teacher’s Role in Social Science Investigation 

by Lippitt, Fox and Schaible (1969), developers 

of the SRA Laboratory Units for Grades 5 and 

6.   In fact, the inquiry approach was popular 

beginning in the 1960s’. In 1969, an article in 

Today’s Education (Sugrue, & Sweeney), titled 

“Check Your Inquiry-Teaching Technique,” 

lists 34 criteria by which a teacher can rate her-

self to determine if she is an inquiry teacher.  

 

Questions are the first of four dimensions 

that take form in an Inquiry Arc.  

 

The focus of this article has been on the 

skilled use of compelling questions. However, 

the inquiry approach does not end there. The 

History Social Science Framework for Califor-

nia Public Schools (2017)  describes an Inquiry 

Arc as “… students need …to ask good ques-

tions and develop robust investigations into 

them; consider possible solutions and conse-

quences; separate evidence-based claims from 

parochial opinions; and communicate and act 

upon what they learn (California Department of 

Education. (2017).  

Andrew Miller states that the Inquiry Arc, as 

explained in The College, Career, and Civic 

Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State 

Standards, is comprised of four dimensions: 

“one focused on questioning and inquiry; anoth-

er on disciplinary knowledge and concepts relat-

ed to civics, economics, geography and history; 

another on evaluating and using evidence; and a 

final one on communicating and taking ac-

tion” (Miller, 2019).  

 

So, how do you frame the teaching of so-

cial studies using an inquiry approach?                       

 

It all begins with a compelling question that 

sparks curiosity and guides the instruction. “By 

engaging in social studies inquiry, young chil-

dren can begin to see themselves as capable 

problem-solvers and active contributors to their 

communities and beyond” (NCSS, 2017). Fram-

ing the questions are but one of four dimensions 

of the Inquiry Arc. The other three dimensions 

are for future articles.  
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