
Lecture 2 - Inquiry-Based Learning  

Guiding questions: 

 What is Inquiry-Based Learning? 

 How is Inquiry-Based Learning applied to a course? 

 What are examples of Inquiry-Based Learning? 

 How does a teacher evaluate Inquiry-Based Learning outcomes? 

A definition of Inquiry-Based Learning 

Inquiry-based Learning describes a process of educational discovery, wherein a 

student is guided to "see" issues, ask meaningful questions, and then decide how 

to answer those questions. This lecture offers discussions of the main components 

of Inquiry-based Learning, including: how knowledge is generated; how it is 

transmitted; and how experts, teachers, students, schools and homes contribute to 

a learner's knowledge.  

Inquiry-Based Learning has 5 Common Components 

There are five elements of inquiry-based learning. The five components include: Essential 

Questions, Student Engagement, Cooperative Interaction, Performance Evaluation, and Variety of 

Responses. 

1. Essential Questions 

 Lessons begin with a question that sparks curiosity and a sense of wonder.  

 Students are encouraged to ask questions.  

 Students know their questions are valued.  

 Student questions might even be posted in the classroom, or as part of an online course. 

 The answers to essential questions cannot be found, but must be invented or constructed. It can’t be 

found by reading one paragraph or sentence in a textbook or online source.  

The teacher asks students the essential questions to be addressed in a learning activity. Essential questions 

reside at the top of Bloom’s Taxonomy. They require students to EVALUATE (make a thoughtful choice 

between options, with the choice based upon clearly stated criteria), to SYNTHESIZE (invent a new or 

different version) or to ANALYZE (develop a thorough and complex understanding through skillful 

questioning).  

The effectiveness of your lesson plan design, and therefore your inquiry-based lesson, depends on the quality 

of your essential question. All educators rely upon effective questioning strategy to promote reflective 

thinking within students. The ability to ask great questions often separates great teachers from good ones. 

Essential questions are any questions that require one of the following thought processes. Two elements of a 

effective essential question are: 



 A question that requires the student to develop a plan or course of action.  

 A question that requires the student to make a decision.  

The essential question also directs the course of student research. The question starts the research 

process. As such, essential questions are powerful, directive and commit students to the process of 

critical thinking through inquiry. Ultimately, the answer to the essential question will require that 

students craft a response that involves knowledge construction. This new knowledge building occurs 

through the integration of discrete pieces of information obtained during the research process. Answers to 

essential questions are a direct measure of student comprehension. 

 

2. Student Engagement 

The second aspect of the Inquiry-Based Learning is Student Engagement. This focuses upon students 

participating in their own learning. Qualities of a learning environment with Student Engagement include: 

 The teacher becomes a facilitator.  

 Students are not passively filling in the blanks or answering questions at the end of a chapter, but are 

involved in creating a unique product that shows their understanding.  

 Students carry out activities by: using materials, observing, evaluating, and recording information.  

 Students sort out information and decide what is important.  

 Students see detail, detect sequences and events, notice change, and detect differences 

and similarities.  

3. Cooperative Interaction 

Another element of the Inquiry-Based Learning strategy is that students create their own learning and there is 

a process in place for doing so. These include: 

 Students are asked to communicate, work in pairs or groups, discussing ideas.  

 Students are not in competition with each other.  

 Answers may reach a “correct” answer without everyone having exactly the same product.  

4. Performance Evaluation 

Instructors need obviously create instruction that can measure student learning. These will allow the students 

to demonstrate their level of understanding. Teachers rely upon the following: 

 Students  creating an end product to communicate their knowledge, such as an essay, video, slide 

show, graph, poster, song, or mural.  

 Products involve the use of higher order thinking.  

 Scoring Guides (rubrics) are commonly used for evaluation, with students seeing it prior to creating 

their product.  

5. Variety of Resources 



Students use multiple resources: textbooks, web sites, videos, posters, experts, etc., to support their learning. 

The instructor selects these sources. 

Examples of Essential Questions 

At this point, it is appropriate to list additional examples of essential questions. Again, refer to the qualities 

and learning objectives of Essential Questions, as listed above. Here are some examples of Essential 

Questions and in parentheses types of critical thinking that are employed: 

Decision-making questions: 

 Is it acceptable to clone human beings?   

 What invention of the 20th Century has had the greatest impact?  

 Who was the greatest home run hitter in baseball history?   

 Which credit card should is best for me?   

 What plan could be developed to reduce the impact of zebra mussels on the Great Lakes ecosystem?  

Development of an action plan questions: 

 What is the best plan for losing 20 pounds? Your plan can include three strategies. 

 What plan could I use to prepare for a 5K run? The plan can include two strategies. 

Instructions to develop exploration: 

 Consider the learning possibilities if a U.S. History class spent a month on a topic such as the Civil 

War, students could explore. Questions based upon this concept follow: 

Students could also develop Essential Questions of their own: 

Students could develop Essential Questions of their own. Instead of having the students write a 3-5 page 

report on "What caused the Civil War" consider these questions: 

 Why do we have to fight wars?  

 Do we have to fight wars?  

 How could political issues or ideas ever become more important than family loyalties?  

 Some say our country remains wounded by the slavery experience and the Civil War. In what ways 

might this claim be true and in what ways untrue?  What evidence can you supply to substantiate 

your case?  

 Military officers often complain that the effective conduct of modern war is impeded by political 

interference and popular pressures on the home front. To what extent did this also prove true during 

the Civil War?  

 How can countries avoid the kind of bloodshed and devastation we experienced during our Civil 

War?  

 How much diversity can any nation tolerate?  

 Who showed greater bravery and courage, the frontline soldiers or the nurses who tended to the 

wounded and dying or the leaders of the war effort?  



 Should there be a law against war profiteering?  

Or consider this example: Mexican grey wolves are nearly extinct in their natural habitat of the 

Southwest. Many people advocate reintroducing them into the wild, whereas others show concern 

for livestock and fear that the wolves will be a detriment to their livelihoods. Should Mexican grey 

wolves be reintroduced into the wild? Substantiate your answers with facts.  

Evaluating an Essential Question 

How do you know if your essential question is, well, "essential"? 

Consider these ideas to be built into a rubric when designing your essential questions (or when you 

have your own students design their essential questions): 

Excellent Competent Basic 

Essential question 

scaffolds learning, 

spanning Bloom’s 

Taxonomy; the learner 

is encouraged to 

wonder; the learner is 

encouraged to invent 

his/her own solution; 

the essential question 

builds on prior 

knowledge. 

 

The question spans the 

lower levels of Bloom’s 

Taxonomy—

knowledge, 

comprehension and 

application; the student 

is able to quickly reach 

a conclusion in 

response to the 

question; does not 

attempt to have 

students make 

judgment or evaluation. 

The question can be 

answered directly; the 

focus of the question is 

knowledge and 

comprehension; the 

question has one 

obvious answer (i.e., Is 

slavery good or bad). 

 

What is the Difference Between an Essential Question and a Unit Question? 

Unit questions are topic-oriented and are designed mainly for the content they involve. They help students 

develop answers to the essential questions.  That is, Unit questions provide students the background that 

help them to answer the Essential Questions. For example: 

 Essential Question: Do we have to fight wars?  

 Unit Question: What events lead to the Civil War?  

 Essential Question: How can we use solar energy to replace our dependency upon fossil fuels in the 

United States?  

 Unit Question: How does a solar battery work?  

Aspects of these lecture notes are based upon a course lecture developed by Jeffrey B. Larson, who has granted 

permission. 
 

 


