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In today’s educational system there is a strong push to help students achieve a better understanding of what they are learning and how it relates to the world around them.  Two ways in which to help them achieve this goal are to use the standards as a means of setting goals for a project and to utilize inquiry-based teaching methods to help meet those goals.  There is evidence that standards-based teaching can have a positive impact on student achievement and that teaching strategies such as inquiry involve students in active learning allowing them to construct meaning that grows from real-world experiences (Stepanek, 1997).  The following sections discuss some of the rationale for incorporating inquiry and provide an example of how a standards-based project using inquiry might be designed and evaluated.

What is inquiry and why should we use it?
v Inquiry provides students with the sense that their ideas are important.

v It gives students a chance to develop their own ideas and test them rather than just memorize facts that may have no real meaning.

v Inquiry prepares students to do their own thinking, to question the assumptions of others, to seek alternative answers, and to learn to ask real questions about the nature of evidence and the nature of proof (Bateman, 1990).  These are all skills that they will need throughout their lives.

v Through inquiry, students learn to work collaboratively, to articulate their own ideas, and to respect the opinions and expertise of others.

v It focuses on the active search for knowledge or understanding to satisfy curiosity.

v Inquiry allows students to experience the freedom and responsibility of directing and focusing their own inquiries.  This helps them to become critical thinkers.

v Inquiry presents students with questions or problems to solve rather than answers to copy, incorporates and challenges students’ prior knowledge, and allows students to experiment and explore rather than limiting them to one way of working or finding an answer in order to increase their depth of understanding.

In some cases, teachers will still need to present some basic facts and vocabulary at the beginning of the project so they fall naturally into place rather than causing students to spend extra time researching basic information.  This also helps to prevent the construction of flawed understanding of key concepts.  In other cases when the investigation is building on prior knowledge, students will not need the front-loading of basic information or vocabulary.

Design and Assessment of a Standards-Based Unit Using Inquiry
This section is an adaptation and expansion of some ideas provided in Science and Mathematics Standards in the Classroom by Jennifer Stepanek.

1. Identify a unit, topic, or essential question (i.e.: This Land: Mapping Our Communities).  

2. Select the standards to focus the project toward and to use for assessment.  In the case of This Land: Mapping Our Communities, one standard possibly being addressed is number 7.2dd of Vermont’s Framework of Standards and Learning Opportunities.


3. Brainstorm themes, resources, and activities to address the selected standard or standards.  After brainstorming, you should have a better idea of the possible themes, resources that are available, resources you will need to find, and some activities that can be used over the course of the unit.

4. Design and select activities.  As this unit is going to incorporate inquiry, try to design or select activities that can work for any of the themes you came up with while brainstorming.

5. Plan the sequence of activities and instruction, including opportunities for formal and informal assessment.  One way to look at the activities is to divide them into three categories. Begin with introductory activities that cultivate student interest.   Then move on to enabling activities that help students to build the knowledge, understanding, and skills necessary to meet the standard being addressed.  End the unit with culminating activities that allow the students to demonstrate what they learned.  As you are planning the sequence of activities, you will probably find points along the way that will be well suited for either formal or informal assessment.

6. Identify criteria for assessment.  Assessment criteria should address the selected standard.  In the case of This Land: Mapping Our Communities and the investigation standard that is being addressed, the criteria might include:

- Collection of data,  

- Communication of results, and

- Use of evidence.

Once the criteria have been determined, the next task is to figure out the different levels of achievement for each of the criteria (see Sample Assessment Rubric).

Sample Assessment Rubric

	
	Levels of Achievement

	
	Getting Started
	Not Quite There
	You’ve Got It
	Outstanding

	Criteria
	Evidence of Level Reached by Student

	Collection of Data


	Data collected using available resources, no documentation of method for verification.
	Data collected using available resources, some documentation of method for verification but not quite clear.
	Data collected using available resources, clear documentation of method for verification.
	Data collected using available resources, very concise documentation of method for verification.

	Communication of Results


	Charts, graphs, and maps missing.
	Made an attempt to use charts, graphs, and maps but information is not quite clear.
	Used a chart, graph, or map to show results.
	Used multiple charts, graphs, or maps to show results.

	Use of Evidence


	Conclusions not based on evidence.
	Conclusions seem to be based on evidence but links not quite clear.
	Conclusions based on evidence.
	Conclusions clearly drawn from evidence as shown by references to data collected.


Now that the unit is ready to introduce to the students, it is time to bring in the inquiry approach.  In order to do so, you can present the list of possible themes to the students and ask them what they already know about each of them.  It might be helpful to make a list of this information.  Next, ask them what they would like to learn about each of the themes.  This can help to narrow the focus and decide on which theme to pursue.  Once you and the students decide upon the theme to investigate, you can make use of the outline developed using the steps above.  During the unit, you might ask some questions to gage how the students are progressing.  These might include:

· How did you decide on the method you used?

· Is there anything else you might try to get the same result?

· Can you explain the results in your own words?

At the end of the unit follow up by asking the students what they learned.  This will begin to give you an idea of the level of student learning that was achieved, serve as a starting point for assessment, and can become a jumping off point for further investigation.

After completion of the unit, you may wish to do an evaluation of how it went.  Some questions to think about at this point might be:

· In what ways did this unit help the students to develop their understanding of the chosen theme?

· Did the activities build on what they already knew?

· Were the activities of interest to the students?

· How did the students respond to the unit?

Using your answers to these and other questions will provide some insight into things that you might want to try differently the next time you use this method of designing, implementing, and assessing a unit.

In summary, with the push to move toward helping students achieve a better understanding of what they are learning and how it relates to the world around them, using the standards to set goals and inquiry-based teaching methods to help meet the goals can be very beneficial.  The standards exist not as a set of rigid guidelines but as a framework that allows curricula to be focused on the active learning of concepts and themes.  Inquiry actively involves students in their learning and allows them to construct meaning from real-world experiences.  While incorporating the standards and inquiry into any given curriculum is time consuming and not always easy, in the end it is worth the time and effort of doing so.
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Investigation


Students design and conduct a variety of their own investigations and projects.  These should include:


Questions that can be studied using the resources available;


Procedures that are safe, humane, and ethical;


Data that are collected and recorded in ways that others can verify;


Data and results that are represented in ways that address the question at hand;


Recommendations, decisions, and conclusions that are based on evidence, and that acknowledge references and contributions of others;


Reflections and defense of conclusions and recommendations from other sources, and peer review.


This is evident when students:


dd.  Complete a data study based on civic, economic, or social issues.
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