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An Inquiry-Based Approach to  

Teaching and Learning: 
Helping History-Social Science CLIC for Teachers and Students 

by Frank Pisi, M.A. 

Frank Pisi is Director of History-Social Science at the Sacramento County Office 

of Education. He holds a Bachelor’s Degree in History from California State Uni-

versity, Sacramento and a Master’s degree in Teaching History from Occidental 

College, where he specialized in student–centered curriculum development. Frank 

began his teaching career at the middle school and high school levels in the Elk 

Grove Unified School District, serving as a history-social science teacher and cur-

riculum coordinator. Currently Frank directs SCOE’s history-social science ef-

forts, working towards a vision where civic engagement and responsibility is 

taught across the entire curriculum, forming the context for learning.  

If I memorize all parts of a carburetor, does 

that make me a mechanic? Does memorizing all 

the parts of a body system make me a doctor? If 

I can recite chapter and verse all the elements of 

a lesson plan or behavior management strategy, 

am I a teacher? Of course not. What makes 

someone a mechanic or doctor? Mastery of 

knowledge? No, mastery of the application of 

knowledge. Simply knowing information is not 

sufficient, knowing how to apply that infor-

mation, with ample practice, is what makes 

someone a mechanic or doctor. What makes a 

teacher is the ability to help students learn to 

apply that information.  

So, what does this have to do with civic en-

gagement? Everything! Research shows that 

many youth (and adults) cannot identify major 

historical figures or institutions. This, while 

saddening, is not the shocking part. With access 

to data literally at our fingertips, what gives me 

more pause is the fact that youth cannot explain 

the cause or effect of these institutions or his-

torical figures, or how they relate to students’ 

lives today. That is something that Siri or Alexa 

cannot answer for me. Mastery of content is not 

the end goal, but rather how we apply that 

knowledge must be. Content must be the vehi-

cle that we use to foster a greater understanding 

of how the past has helped determine the pre-

sent and informs the future. Having all the 

knowledge in the world is useless if one is not 

able to use that knowledge in a meaningful 

way. Research also shows that the more stu-

dents engage in simulations of the democratic 

process, the more likely they are to be civically 

engaged adults.  

In our work with districts and schools to 

more intentionally infuse civic awareness and 

engagement across the curriculum, we’ve 

worked to fundamentally shift the context for 

teaching and learning. By using examples and 

data that are readily relevant to youth, teachers 

address the, “Why do we have to learn this?” 

question that we’ve all faced. In history classes, 
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the concept is relatively easy. Rather than teach a 

lesson where students memorize and recall Mar-

tin Luther’s 95 Theses, students can learn them, 

investigate and discuss them. Students can debate 

the idea that Martin Luther’s posting of the 95 

Theses on Wittenberg Cathedral could be seen as 

the “first viral posting” of an idea in the modern 

age. English/literature classes are also able to tap 

into this relevancy through the works of literature 

they use. Using economics thinking to  post or 

not to post the 95 theses can be used as an exam-

ple of benefit/cost analysis, investigating whether 

the posting was an informed or an uninformed 

decision.  These historical examples can help stu-

dents recognize the importance of thinking 

through their own decisions.  

My daughter is currently in middle school. If 

I had a nickel for each time that I helped her fig-

ure out how many bushels of apples we needed to 

bake pies for a sale as part of her elementary 

school math homework, I would have enough 

money to buy an orchard. While she can techni-

cally complete the calculations, there is nothing 

inspiring in the work. Imagine if her homework 

assignment was to redesign the school parking lot 

to include more pedestrian space while maintain-

ing the same number of parking spots or recon-

figure the school grounds to offer more open 

space for grass. The same concepts of ratio and 

area and proportion would be taught and prac-

ticed, but the learning would be more meaningful 

with examples that are immediately relevant to 

her situation. In science classes students can take 

the technical knowledge of what causes air or 

water pollution and apply it to measure their 

school’s air and water quality.  

What flows from this is a conversation about 

how to improve or maintain this quality, which 

evolves into a discussion of policy and equity. 

This shift does not require teachers to scrap their 

current curriculum and start something totally 

new, but rather rethink the actual examples they 

use in class. In this way, the concepts are still 

being taught, but the more relevant content is the 

vehicle to provide a practical frame for the expe-

rience. The thread that is drawn between all of 

these examples is intentionality. If we are able to 

intentionally draw from students’ lives and help 

them make the connection between what they 

learn and how they live, we are well on our way 

to a more enlightened student body.  

This is the beauty of California’s History-

Social Science (HSS) Framework. Through the 

four themes of Content, Literacy, Inquiry, and 

Citizenship, the Framework proposes a funda-

mental shift in how we approach teaching and 

learning HSS. These four themes represent a col-

laborative and comprehensive study of the past 

by connecting it to the present, in an attempt to 

inform the future. 
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Taking the four themes of the Framework, we 

created the Content, Literacy, Inquiry, And Citi-

zenship (CLIC) project. Working through a 

statewide and regional infrastructure, we are 

spreading the message of the Framework that 

simply learning content cannot be the end goal of 

a student’s educational experience. Learning the 

content and knowing how to apply that 

knowledge in a real, tangible way should be eve-

ryone’s objective. The CLIC project focuses on 

an authentic and comprehensive inquiry process 

as a means to realize that objective. When stu-

dents take a multi-perspective view of historical 

concepts or events, or individuals, they have to 

move beyond memorizing facts and figures. And 

moving beyond facts and figures edges students 

that much closer to civic action. Paramount to the 

inquiry process is the compelling question, some-

thing that is related to the topic at hand, but is 

also tied to something much bigger. We remind 

teachers that every good compelling question has 

the same answer: It depends. The supporting 

questions help answer the question: Upon what 

does it depend? By focusing students’ investiga-

tion of a given topic through several disciplinary 

lenses, teachers will help students wrestle with 

the complexity of the topic, ultimately gaining a 

deeper and longer lasting knowledge of it. As im-

portant, students will develop a general under-

standing that most issues are not simple but com-

plex, and a participating citizen must investigate 

that complexity in order to make an informed de-

cision.  

The early returns on the CLIC project are ex-

tremely promising. Starting in October of last 

year, we held our first statewide Community of 

Practice (CP). Teams from all over the state came 

to Sacramento to learn about the inquiry process, 

and about our vision of what it takes to fully im-

plement the new Framework. Ninety individuals 

attended our first convening and they then repli-

cated our work back in their local regions. Be-

tween October 2018 and June 2019, regional CPs 

brought together teachers, administrators, and 

paraprofessionals to learn about an inquiry-based 

approach to HSS and to begin the process of de-

veloping an inquiry lesson for themselves. Over 

3000 educators participated in these convened 

meetings. What is most promising is that partici-

pants represented over 200 school districts and 

LEAs (Local Educational Agency).  

Through the CLIC Project we’ve created an 

online portal for resources to support teachers 

and administrators in implementing the HSS 

Framework. www.californiahss.org is growing  

and the goal is for it to  become the “go to” place 

for resources to support an inquiry-based ap-

proach to teaching and learning.  

http://www.californiahss.org
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Featured on the website are pages related to 

several specialized topics that were legislatively 

mandated to be included in California’s Frame-

work. One such topic area is the Bracero Pro-

gram. We collaborated with the Bracero Archive 

at George Mason University to develop an intro-

ductory video for teachers on the Bracero Pro-

gram. This brief video presents teachers with an 

historical overview of the program and offers 

many ways to engage students in a deeper inves-

tigation of the Bracero Program. Through 

thoughtful, compelling questions, students will 

look at the Bracero Program through a number of 

disciplinary lenses to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding and appreciation for it. This video 

will be accompanied by several inquiry modules 

about the Bracero Program that teachers can 

readily use. 

We are developing similar videos and inquiry 

modules with other partners around the topics of 

civics education, LGBT history, Filipino-

American contributions to the farm labor move-

ment, and the Armenian genocide. These re-

sources will be posted on topic-specific pages on 

the CLIC website.  

By adopting an inquiry-based approach 

across the curriculum, not just in history and so-

cial science classrooms, students can be totally 

immersed in a concept or theme every period of 

the day, providing a more coherent context. This 

approach happens all the time in a self-contained 

elementary school classroom. If a teacher has the 

same students all day and is responsible for 

teaching all subjects, concepts can be taught the-

matically across the disciplines. To truly create 

an environment such as this, we must apply an 

“elementary” pedagogy to a departmentalized 

secondary system. Not an easy task, for sure.  

In a sense, we adults have to learn to catch up 

to our students.  They are clamoring in large 

numbers to be heard and valued. It shouldn't take 

the next school tragedy for those in power to re-

alize that the future is upon us. Students who 

spoke up after the Parkland, Florida tragedy, or 

who took part in the National Walk Out are not 

all students with straight A’s or an impeccable 

knowledge of civics. What they all do have in 

common, however, is a passion for their commu-

nities and a desire to become part of the solution. 

This is what a cross-curricular, inquiry-based 

approach to civic learning that focuses on practi-

cal application of knowledge can produce: A 

generation of individuals who know the system, 

can identify what’s wrong with the system, and 

(most important) offer creative and thoughtful 

solutions to fix it. 

 

 

 


