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AN ANALYSIS OF INQUIRY IN THE SOCIAL STUDIES

_Bducatsrs operate within two realms. The first is the realm of
action. The second is the realm of thb*L%hi/The latter includes
talking abeut teaching and learning, investigating teaching and
learning, etc.c Mcst of us subscribe to the notion these twe realms
should mutaally support and enhance one ancother. That 1is, ocur actiens-
as teachers should be guided and influenced by our intellectualizations
and cur intellectualizations should be guided and influenced by the
realm of action.

One of the majqr difficulties which inhibits cur thinking about
educational action is the vagueness and ambiguity of'many'educationtl
terms. This brings me to the topic of the present paper and to the
question I hope we will all address for the next few minutes. Namely,
w. 1+ do we mean in the social studiés by the term hinquiry?"

Writers in the sccial studies have indicated that the term inquiry
functicns in several uéys {n the soctal studies. Tcday, 1 would like to
examine several of.these and make scme distinctions which 1 Eope will
help ug to evercome some of tH;Wlanguage snarls we sometimes fall prey
te. First, I will examine inquiry. aslan activity of student investigation -
and will make a distinction between what can be called student asntered
1nqu1t1 and scholarly-basad inquiry. Next, I will examine the act of
inquiry frhm two perspectiVes and argue that an over-reliance upoa
one way of gndetstanding inquiry has led to some difficulties. Third,

1 will lock bdriefly at the distinction between cpen and clcsed inquiry
and will relete it ﬁo some empirical questions we may wish te investigate.

Finaliy, 1 will examine what is meant by the concept of "inquiry teaching."
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INQUIRY AS STUDENT INVESTICATION

Throughout the sociél studies literature there is general agreement
that inquiry {nvolves students learning on their own. Prcbably nc single
strand in the threads of meaning running throughcut the leteracure is
as frequently encountered as the idea that inquiring is "trying to figure
out things for cnesclf' or learning oﬂ one's own. Yet, it seems to me
~ that this notion of the student learning cn his cwn through inquiry
velils twb quite different types cof classreem activities. 1 have dubbed
these student-centered inquiry and scholarly-based inquiry, and will
simpl. refer to them as "student" and "scholarly" inquiry. Let's
examine éach'of these briefly and then contrast them.

Student inquiry is demarcated from schelarly inquiry by its
emphasis upon student-directed, autconomous anq perscnally meaningful
learning. In its most radical form it means that students (1) chcose
their own problems of topies, (2) attack these problems or topics in a
manner they deem appropriate and (3) iaterpret findings from their own
frames of reference. The selecticn of problems or topics rests with
the individual student ér group of students based upon the ﬁers&nal
significance of these problems in their lives. From this perspecgive
the prccess of inquirying is frequently conceived as "the natural;way of
learning." That is, it is not an esoteri'’ set of techriczal competencies,
it is merely the way in which a child learns ﬁaturally. As Strain has.
stated, ". . . it is so simple and natural a process that its use is

I
easier tc permit than to require or teach."

1 : :
Lucile B. Strain, "Inquiry and Social Studies for Disadvantaged
Learners," The S. S., LXI (April, 1970), p. 147.



Shifting to another conception of inquiry, in schclarly-baced
inquiry emphasis is shifted from students cperating from their own
frames of reference as in student inquiry t> an em:hasis on the
scholarly grounds upcn which rigorous and disciplired inquiring takes
place. BPBmphasis is upon the concepticns and procedures of scholarly
investigation. {Tucker's paper can be seer as an effort tcward
clarifying several aspects of this scholarLy-based emghasis,) Ingulfy
acccrding to the schclarly ceaception is nct simply self-directed
investigation based upen commen seuse frames of reference, but is,

"~ investigation grounded on thé concepts and prccedures of schélarship.

It is disciplined and rigorous inveétigaticn. Iaquiry as schelarly
investigation is not simply investigation ard expliration of proble-
matic tepics, but it is Investigaticn guided by the criteria, cr rules,
of schelarship. Whereas "personél gutonomy” and "perscral significarce"
are central to the concept of student-ceantered inquiry, rigoer or
disciplined investigation is central tc schelarly inqui?y.

Whereas the implicit task of teachers whc cenceive of inquiry
as student-centered is to make use of the frames +f reference of their
students as a basis for classrcom activiti ., these conceiving of
inquiry as scholarly-based are seeking to induct students icto special
frames cf reference, the frames c¢f reference of the scholarly community.

One of the per;istent dargers facing sccial studies educators is
the confusion of these two conceptions of inquiry and, therefore, the
confusicn of implications and inferences t¢ be drawn from thé conceptions
for educational practice. A consistent implicatica of the student-
centered notion is that the teacher's direct influence cn the ways

in which students aperate in and conceptualize the world arcund them
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should be minimal. The teacher may structure an eavirzrment within
which students inquire and in that way influence inquiry. Hcwever,
the noticn that the teacher should impose a "cor ect' way of pro-
ceeding or of viewing the world is antithetical. On the cther hand, the
concepticn cf schelerly-based inquiry points toward the teacher's active
interventicn in not only the preccess of inquiry, but in the very ways
of thinking aud coperating which ccoprise the process. The concepticn
of schelarly-based inguiry points toward a need for the teacher teo
scmehow bring his students to fhe point et vhich they are able t< inquire
in a rigcroﬁs, schelarly, cr, at least, semi-schelarly manmer. In a
very real sense, the teacher who would institute schelarly-based
inquiry in his classreom must bring his students te a pcint.at which
they are 2ble to so menipulate a schelarly freme cf refereance that
that frame of reference bacomes the student’s own.

1 would contend that many ci the confusion; which surround the
meaning of inquiry in the socizl studies can be located in a failure
to distingiish betwesn the lcgic of student-centered and the légic nf
scholarly-based inguiry. Deth share the nc' i»n that students should
learn on thefr own. If cne could assume that students would automatically
operate from schelarly grounds of investipation then the distinction
between student-centered and scholarly-based inquiry would melt away.
But it isbprecisely this essumpticn which c¢ne cannot make, for te
make it cne would have to presume that students are qualitativély
speaking schelars.

There is a certain incompatibility of these twe ncticns of inquiry
which places sccial stadies educators in a conceptaal bind. On the

cne hand, those who adopt a primarly student-centered view of inquiry



are in the bind of deciding how they are to interact with their students.
As néted earlier, scme educatcrs have suggested that irquiry happers
naturally. Yet, vhat does a teacher dc with students who simpl- dc nct
"inquire?" The difficuitx the student-centered teacher faces is the
censtant danger of viclating the very meaning of student-centered
inquiry by imposing himself, his pricrities aad ways of viewing the
‘world upon his students.

The teacher whe would emphasize scholarly-based induiry is, precb-
ley, in a greater ccnceptual bind, for the languag; and lcgic of student
inquiry is powerful and ‘pervasive. The nction that students " igure out
things on their own'" has strong tinges, 1f not outright implicaticns,
which indicate that the teacher chould not impose himself upon student
1nquify. Should he tell his students hov to inquire, or skculd this
em:’ "2 from the process of inquiry? Dsare he correct students whe have
come to an incerrect cenclusicn, or is there ro such thing @3 an
“in;o—~ec;~ndn;lusiun?" In shert, should he impase himself and his
views ufcn the process of inquiry and, thereby, endanger the very
meaning of inquiry or shonld he step back, permitting things to ﬁappen

as they will, end thercby take the chenge that igpcrance begets ignor-

Iz the next section I would like to raise a hypsthesis regarding
why the distinction between student and schclarly inquiry is overlecked

in the social studies literature.
TWO PERSFECTIVES ON THE ACT OF INQUIRY

It appears that there are two ways in which the act cf inquiry is

typically understced. Let's thirvk of these as windows -n two sides of



a buildirg in which inquiry is taking place. The windows enable us

te look in cn inquiry from twe different perspectives er dimensicns.

The window from which inquiry is most frequently viewed in the

social studies literature provides a perspective on inquiry as process.
This process conception i3 usually described in terms cf Dewey's nctions

of "identifying prcblems," "fcrmulating hypothes 3," 'testing hypotheses,'
etc. A seccnd windsw from which to view inquiry conceives cf it in

terms of the coatent cr kncwledge being investigated. Terms such a;.

data, concepts, structures, quasti-ns, svplapaticns and-types of

érob;ems can be viewed through the content window..

From the prccess perspective, the preocedures ¢f inquiry are
considered to transcend aany perticular bedy cf conteat and are
considered appliceble in a wide variety of situaticns. Despite
differenceé'in detail and emphasis among the myriad process descripticns
of inquiry the uni’.irng ccnception cf this dimensicn is that inquiry is
a set cf procedures which can be generalized to a wide range of
investigative situations. From this perspective the activities cf
thé infaht as he gropes tc understand his wcrld cen be understa:d as
basically the same prccess as the eactivities of the scnclar ie his
attempts to push back the frontiers of kncwledge. Both identify
problems, generate and test hypotheses, etc. Bcth are engaged in tﬁe
precess of inquiry.

In contrast tc this the view through the content windcw is quite
different. From this perspective, inquiry is described in terms of the
meanings, conceptual structures, or understandings which the ingquirer
brings to and takes from his encéunters with the .data of experiénée. The

key characteristic of inquity from this perspective is the great diver-



sity of data, concepts, questions, and purpcses which characterize the
act of inquiry. From this perspective the infant, the third grade child
and the schciar are engaged in very different undertakings. ‘The types
of prcblems they face, the ccncepts they emplcy, the types of explan-
ations they seek are quite different.

I weuld like to argue that any attempt to conceptualize inquiry
solely by describing inquiry from si.e of these perspectives, or
~dimensicns, tc the exclusicn of the other will lead tc a disterti:n.
The view through the procedural windqw lezds us to believe tkat all
inquiry is essentially the same procesé; whereas the view from the
content windew leads us to believe th#t‘each act cf inqu -y is unique
and shares little with cther acts cf i guiry.

To return tc my purpese in describing these twoc perspectives on
inquiry, it appears tc me that we have failed te make the distinction
between student and schclarly inquiry because ¢f cur intellectual

precccupation with precess cenceptions of inquiry.

EMERGENT AND PRE-CONCEIVED INQUIRY —_—

Inquiry in the social studies has come to indicate both a process
in which investigaticn is directed toward cpen-ended guesticns from
which answers are expected ﬁc emérge as well as a prccess directed
by the teacher ¢r curriculum materials toward a preconceived substantive
outcrme. 1 believe that we are all so .:l1 acq.ainted with this dis-
tinction that it meeds nc mcre descripticn. Rather, I wculd 1il - ta
explore the distincticn and its implicaticns from several points of

 view,

First, I think that we shculd reccgnize that clesed cr preconceived
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inquiry represents a radicel dzpartvrz ir the metning of inquiry from
its use in many ncn-cducational scttirvgs. Second, cne of the most
significant implicaticns of the distinction between "preccnceived"
and "emergent" outcomes is that it roints tcward a potential weakress
in the ccomeonly accepted notion that there is a continum bounded

1
by the nctions of expesitory ard inguiry teaching strategies.

Expositery Inquiry

Beyer describes nxpository teaching as essentially "telling"
2
whereas inquiry is "findins-cii~fecr-yourself.”

The fact that inquiry is scoctinmos conceived in terms of a
preconceived out. me toward which the teccher directs inquiry
indicates that the single dimonsion of enpository/didactic teaching
and inquiry/discovery f:eachirz may hida mere than it reveals. What
is not revealed byvthis sinzie ﬁi:ensicn is whether the teacher
is trying to get studeats Gc comz Lo a prcdig;\f L»} cutceme or
whether the ocutcoxe is scen as enocn-ended with the possibility that
any of a wide range cf outecnr 2 ndght exarge. Whet is needed is a way
of schematically distiﬁguiahing these two types cf inquiry situatiens.

The following two-dimensional schema dees that.

1

Barry K. Beyer, Inguiry in the Sccial Studies Classrcom (Charles
E. Merrill Publishing Cimpeoay, 1971), p. 10. Hauny readers will rec-
cgnize this same centinuum as essontially snme reperted by Fenton in.
The New Sccial Studies (MNew York: ilolt, Rirehart & Winston, 19673, p. 33.

2
L-id.
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Expected Substantive Outcocmes

Preccnceived

a

X

Teaching Strategies
Expository Discovery

b

X

N .
/ Emergent

ove set of dimensions indicates twc general types of
inquiry situatioss. In Quadrant Xa the teacher has precenceived
the outcome of inquiry and directs inquiry toward that preconceived
outcome. Quadrast xb pcints to inquiry in which the cutccmes are
not preconceived by the teacher. 1In its mcst extreme form, the teacher
pricr to inquiry may be as ignorant of the firal outcomes of inquiry
as the students. Ncte, ir both types cf inquiry students carn be said
to be ":iguring things cu! for themselves'; the teacher is not telling
them what the outccme should be.
Xust how teachers asnid students can be éxpected to differ in what
they experience and learn as a result of these two types of-inqutry
is an interesting empirical question. 1 will raise some hypctheses.,
The notion that inquiry is a classroom activity which can be
vsed by the teacher to teach precconceived bc&ies of substantive
content may rendér inquiry more ﬁeachable than the notion thag inqﬁiry

should be aimed tcward emergent cutcomes. By preccrceiving outcomes

the teacher or curriculum develcper is provided with a useful fzeal
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point for plaaning lescons. Strategies for bringing about "prchlematic
situations" can be planmed in advance and data f.r testing hypctheses
can be selected and organized by the teacher cr curriculum plaaner in
advance of instructicn.

On the other hend, several questions can be raised with regard to
what students may bz expected to learn from such inquiry, First, as
LaForse has pcinted cut

. . . clever and discerniag pupils might shortly plug

into the ground rules cf the discovery game as the

class plays it aud read the predilectisus of the tea-

cher znd the progremmer and reduce the whecle exercise

te a 'ccn—game' in vhich, as fules Heury points out,

pupils learn to give teacher what she wants,
In shor*, LaFerse - = raising the possibility that inquiry as directed
) . 1
tcward preccnceivéd catcomes may result in students learning how tc fig-
ure out what is cn £he teacherfs mind, but not necessarily in learning
hew to inquire on their cem

What can students be expected to learn in terms cof inguiry
ability as they are dircct;d by the teacher to preconceived cutcomes?
One cutccme which might cceur would b2 a largely distorted noticm of
what it means to inquire. VWhere students are taught tc cime to pre-
conceived cutcomes and taught that this is what is meant by "inquiring,"
students may be expected to come to several frail, if not faulty,
conclusions. One weuld be that there is a single best answer to any
problematic situéticn. To the extent that the teacher is intent upen

directing s+udents to the teacher's own pet answers, cne could hypothesize

that students wculd conclude that there is usually cr always a single

1

Martin LaFerse, ""The New Social Studies Mania: Pause for Thought,”
Q The Social Studies, LXi . "zcember, 1970), 327. See alse, Jules Henry,
‘ Decility, or Gavirng Teacher What She Wants," Jourmal of Sccial Tssues,
II (19553, 33-41. T
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best answer to q&esticns. Furthermore, students may continue to live
in the delusicn that Yexperts" kncw all thz answers to all important
questions and that the tasl of the student in the "new" social studies
is to find our whet the cxperts already knou as cpposed to the '"trad-
itional” sccial studies where students neceded merely to read the
answers in their texts.

Another set of outcomas which might result from such an apprcach
vould be the eupectation «nd belief by stusamts that all questions have
an answer and thef all investigations lead tz suitable answers., 1In
addition, it is possible that students wéuld develop little ccmpetency
in what it means t& formulate on answereble question frem an indetermin-
ate situation or vhat it meass to szelr cut evidence or grounds upon
which to draw comclusicns. 0a the other hand, where largely - pen-ended

inquiry is the case the teacher can be cxpected to fé¢ ' much less
control over the situaigion. Tirst, the teacher may not posez$3 an
edequate concéptual atructure to deal with the indeterminacies which
may.arise. Second, where injuiry is mera Epeneended the locus of inquiry
may be expected to shif® fiuom en interaction of teacher with students
where the teacher i5 the focus of aktention to ome in which students
are engaged in irdividual o> 'mall rroup ectivities. The teacher may
feel as though he has less control over what the students are deing.
He may, alsc, ccme to question the legitimac} of a reie in which he is
not at the center of attenticn directing cach activity of tpe class,
In a similar veila, stedenis —~v become frustrated. Flrst, they
may not be able to answer the questicns they have set out to answer,

Students, particulerly very yourg end "najve" ones, have an uncanny

ability to ask the big questions such &3 vhy exe some péople bad or
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why do some white pecple think they are better than black pe:ple? "

These '"big questicns" wh' i may ask point by ccntrast to a

characteristic of dis e ~larly inquiry which is frequeunt.iy

overlocked. This is the fact that many questions which we really
want to find answers for cannot be ans.-ored rigorously in the ferm in
which the questions are being asked. The key point to ncte is that it
is possible that students and teachers may have a great deal of

difficulty In formulating questions which can be rigcrously answered,
INQUIRY TEACHING

Finally, I would iike to teke a look at vwhat is meant by the
term "inquiry teaching,”" for it contributes tc a great deal of
conrusion in the sceial studies. First I will briefly set forth
what I believe the dominent conception is. Then I will indicate why
1 believe that conception is one we -"culd aveid and finally, T will
present a substitute metion.

The social studies literature is prevaded . ith the noticn that

inquiry teaching is the discovery methcd. Gage has defined the

_"discovery method" as ". . . teaching in which the teacher withhoids

_ , 1
from pupils the concept: and principlas they are tc lean . . . .

That is, the discovery method is scen as & way in which the teacher
may organize instruction sc¢ that students figufe ocut things on their
own.

It is my contenticn that the notion of inqﬁiry teaching as
“discavery method'" is an overly narrow concepticn ¢f the teacher's rcle

and activities in '‘nquiry and exhibit- a tazzl wedka:sg;“

1

N. L. Gage, Encyclepedia of Educational Research, 4£h Ed., 1455,
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The weakness is that it provides a ccnceptial amswer to an empirical
prcblem; Let me explain what T meen by this,

1f one accepts the proposition that ingquiry teaching is teaching
which is degigned toe bring about student inquirirg, then the question
'of what ingquiry teaching is becomes an empirical prcblem. That is,
if inquiry teaching is a potentially Qide range of teaching practices
which lead students ta iaquire, then questizns about how one teiches
need tc be answered empirically. The sccial studies literature is
full of statements which either imply or explicitly state that inquiry
teaching involves having students figure things out cn their own. VYet,
is that the whcle of it? |

I think not. Beyer in his recent book on inquiry in the social
studies quite rightly peoints cut that a teacher may find that lecture cr
~ther didactic presentaticns are useful techniques f:or contributing
to student inquiry. O  weakness cf the concept of inquiry tesching

ur discovery-mmthed is that it does nct provide for teaching situaticns

which might lagsrZmately be said to contribute toward students’ ability
to inquire but wmetch are nct, themselves, instances ~f inquiring. For
example, are tirere not times when the teacher might find {t reascrable
and efficient “tc «didactically present informaticn, concepts, noticns
of procedure, or terminclogy which are directly aimed tcward securing
student inquiry but which are not presented by the "discovery method?"

In short, we need to liberate teachers from the nctiorn that inquiry
teaching is a technique in which the teacher induces students to figure out
things c¢n their cwn, Rather, we shculd corceive of inquiry teaching as

any and all teaching activities directed toward securing student inquiry.




