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Abstract 

Despite over a century of advocacy by social studies scholars and professionals and the 

development of curricular resources to promote inquiry-based learning (IBL) in K-12 social 

studies, inquiry is not a defining element of the K-12 social studies classroom (Saye, 2017). 

Teachers face significant barriers to the use of inquiry-based learning. In particular, contextual 

barriers such as curriculum breadth, high-stakes testing, and lack of context-specific resources 

are indicated (e.g., Konopack et al., 1994; Martell, 2020; Voet & Wever, 2016). However, recent 

research presents applications of IBL in K-12 social studies classrooms, which suggests the 

potential to overcome barriers. This qualitative case study explored teachers’ practices to address 

contextual barriers to implement inquiry in middle school (6th-8th) social studies. This study 

aimed to identify and describe these exemplary practices to inform professional development and 

learning focused on increasing the use of IBL in social studies classrooms. The study was limited 

to contextual barriers and potentially transferable practices. The findings reveal that teachers’ 

backgrounds and experiences informed their practices, contextual barriers were dynamic, and 

teachers’ practices addressing contextual barriers related to their knowledge of students, and 

long-term instructional planning, collaboration, scaffolding, and facilitation skills. 

Recommendations are offered for professional development and learning. 

      Keywords: Inquiry-based learning, contextual barriers, teacher practices, middle school 

(6th-8th) social studies, teacher beliefs, scaffolding 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            3 
 

 

Dedication 

This dissertation is dedicated to my family and friends. First and foremost, my late father 

would have been incredibly proud of my accomplishments; he was my loudest cheerleader.  He 

taught me to give my best to school, work, and family because it reflected who I am. This work 

ethic helped me to complete this dissertation. My mom’s support is quiet and steady; it made all 

the difference when giving my best was difficult. Throughout this journey, she did whatever I 

needed so that I could research, read, write, or decompress and enjoy the holidays. I am eternally 

grateful for their unconditional love and support. Finally, to my brother, Bill, I am lucky to have 

you; your encouragement and humor were constants!    

      To my wonderful husband, John, I could not have done this without your daily love, 

support, and encouragement. Thank you for enduring the highs and lows of this process with a 

smile or silence. Your dedication to our family is unwavering; I am grateful beyond expression. 

To my sons Jack and Ryan, I love you beyond words. Thank you for giving me time and quiet to 

work and understanding how important education is to me. I see greatness in you both; you are 

persistent and focused and will have my support forever, so find something that inspires you! 

      Finally, thank you to all my friends, who, throughout this process, listened, helped with 

carpooling, or made time to hang out; it takes a village to achieve your goals as a mom. I am 

incredibly grateful to my friends Sarah and Lee, two of the most exceptional listeners on Earth. 

Sarah, your positivity is unmatched; thank you for making me laugh and “walking” me through 

this journey. Lee, your wit and honesty always served as a boost! Thank you both. 

 

 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            4 
 

 

Acknowledgments 

My career in education began twenty-eight years ago; I am still happy I chose to be a 

teacher. Over the years, thousands of interactions with colleagues, administrators, students, 

parents, and professors have shaped my beliefs about education and what is possible when 

people work together. Teaching is a challenging profession with extraordinary highs and lows. 

Therefore, I  cherish the moments I made a difference to a student; I was the right person at the 

right time. In turn, I wish to thank those who made a difference in my journey as an educator by 

teaching, modeling, sharing, believing, or engaging enthusiastically in my classroom.  

      Thank you to the teachers and administrators I worked with at Eastway, Northridge, and 

Crestdale Middle Schools in North Carolina! I was young and had much to learn; you gave me 

support and space to grow as a teacher. In particular, Katy Coffelt, my teammate, friend, and first 

writing coach; we had fun. To my former seventh graders, you showed me how challenging and 

rewarding it is to be a middle school social studies teacher; I have fond memories. 

      To Jack Giles, wherever you are exploring, thank you for hiring me to teach at Northside 

College Prep High School in Chicago and taking me to the PBL Institute at IMSA; it changed my 

teaching approach, which was the impetus for this research. To my amazing colleagues at 

Northside from 2001-2010, your dedication to students and enthusiasm for teaching showed me 

the meaning of a “learning community.” It was a privilege to work with you. Thank you, Tim, 

Catherine, Carolyn, Sandy, Anna Lisa, Anna, John, and Veronica; you modeled exemplary social 

studies education, shared ideas, collaborated, and made it fun to come to school. Having worked 

with you, I am a better person and teacher and grateful for the friendships. Finally, thank you to 

the incredible students at Northside, whom I had the privilege and pleasure to teach. Your 

curiosity, creativity, and kindness inspired me! 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            5 
 

 

      In closing, I am exceedingly grateful to the professors at Kennesaw State University for 

their guidance and support and for providing opportunities that helped me find my “third act.” 

Thank you, Dr. MeiLin Chang, Dr. Jillian Ford, Dr. Jorrin-Abellan, Dr. Anissa Vega, Dr. Lynn 

Stallings, Dr. Carolyn Wallace, and Dr. Anete Vasquez; I learned much about the research 

process as a graduate assistant. Each of you took the time to share your expertise, answer 

questions, and help me develop as a student researcher. Thank you, Dr. Nita Paris and Dr. 

Rebecca Hill, for setting high expectations for me as a student and taking the time to help me 

succeed; I appreciate your commitment to rigor! 

      Most importantly, my dissertation committee was outstanding! Thank you to my 

dissertation chair, Dr. Erin Adams, for your patience; you allowed me the space necessary to 

make this work personally meaningful, provided consistent and thoughtful feedback, and shared 

countless resources. You met for coffee, conferenced on the phone, and made yourself available 

whenever I needed help; you are exceptional. Thank you, Dr. Guichun Zong, for helping me 

develop my topic, opening your classroom for independent study, and sharing your expertise 

about social studies education. Your kindness and encouragement were critical to my success. 

Finally, thank you, Dr. Camille Sutton-Brown, for your guidance with the methodology for this 

study,  supporting my development as a writer, and setting high expectations for me as your 

student. It was an absolute pleasure working with you. Thank you all for believing in me! 

      To the study participants, thank you for sharing your experiences and practices related to 

inquiry-based learning (IBL) during such a challenging school year. You demonstrate that IBL is 

possible in the middle school social studies classroom. Your students are lucky to have you; your 

persistence and dedication are exemplary. You have my deepest gratitude.  

 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            6 
 

 

Table of Contents 

Chapter One: Introduction………………………………………………………………………10 

     My Beliefs About the Purpose of Education………………………………………………...12 

     The Democratic Ideal………………………………………………………………………..13 

     Inquiry and Democracy……………………………………………………………………...13 

     Putting Inquiry Into Practice………………………………………………………………...14 

     The Purpose of Social Studies Education and the Role of Inquiry………………………….16 

     The Role of the Social Studies Educator and What I Learned as a Teacher………………...19 

Inquiry-Based Learning………………………………………………………………………...22 

      Key Elements of Inquiry-Based Learning…………………………………………………..23 

      Defining Inquiry Across the Disciplines……………………………………………………23 

Background……………………………………………………………………………………..27 

     Inquiry in Social Studies and Advocacy…………………………………………………….27 

     Efficacy of Inquiry-based Learning…………………………………………………………31 

Statement of the Problem………………………………………………………………………35 

     Barriers to the Use of Inquiry-based Learning………………………………………….......36 

Purpose of the Study……………………………………………………………………………41 

     Research Questions……………………………………………………………………….....41 

Significance of the Study: Why is the Problem Problematic?.....………………………………41 

Conceptual Framework…………………………………………………………………………48 

     Theoretical Frameworks…………………………………………………………………….50 

Review of Relevant Terms……………………………………………………………………..56 

Chapter Two: Literature Review ……………………………………………………………....61 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            7 
 

 

     Inquiry in Social Studies Since the C3 Framework………………………………………….62 

Professional Development for Inquiry-Based Learning…………………………………...........81   

Chapter Three: Methodology…………………………………………………………………....89 

Qualitative Research Design…………………………………………………………………….90 

     Case Study…………………………………………………………………………………...92 

Participants and Participant Recruitment………………………………………………………..97 

     Participant Recruitment………………………………………………………………………97 

     Participant Selection, Participants, and Context………………………………………...........97 

 Data Collection………………………………………………………………………………...100 

     Interviews……………………………………………………………………………………101 

     Documents…………………………………………………………………………………..103 

Data Analysis and Transcription………………………………………………………………..104 

     Strategies to Ensure Trustworthiness……………………………………………………….108 

Chapter Four: Summary of Findings…………………………………………………………...111 

      Review of Methodology……………………………………………………………………112 

      Finding One………………………………………………………………………………...115 

      Finding Two………………………………………………………………………………...143 

      Finding Three……………………………………………………………………………….160 

Chapter Five: Discussion, Conclusions, and Implications……………………………………...185 

      Finding One………………………………………………………………………………...187 

      Finding Two………………………………………………………………………………...190 

      Finding Three……………………………………………………………………………….192 

Conclusions……………………………………………………………………………………..195 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            8 
 

 

      Limitations of the Finding………………………………………………………………….196 

Implications for Professional Development and Learning……………………………………..199 

      Implications for Future Research…………………………………………………………...206 

References………………………………………………………………………………………207 

Appendices……………………………………………………………………………………...240 

     Appendix A: Recruitment Flyer……………………………………………………………..240 

     Appendix B: Informed Consent……………………………………………………………..241 

     Appendix C: Initial Interview Protocol……………………………………………………...243 

     Appendix D: Qualitative Codebook…………………………………………………………245 

     Appendix E: Interview Two Protocols………………………………………………………248 

     Appendix F: Interview Three Protocol……………………………………………………...253 

     Appendix G: Evaluating an Inquiry Design Model (IDM) Lesson…………………………255 

 

 

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            9 
 

 

List of Tables and Figures 

Table 1 Findings………………………………………………………………………………...112 

Table 2 Teachers' Backgrounds and Experiences: Commonalities…………………………......117 

Table 3 Teachers' Conceptions of Inquiry………………………………………………………134 

Table 4 Teachers' Experiences Using Inquiry in the Classroom………………………………..140 

Table 5 Teachers' Conceptions of the Social Studies Program…………………………………145 

Table 6 Teachers' Beliefs About Contextual Barriers…………………………………………..152 

Table 7 Teachers' Practices to Address Contextual Barriers to Inquiry-based Learning……….155 

Figure 1 NCSS Civic Engagement Expectations………………………………………………..44 

Figure 2 Social Studies State Standards of Excellence Skills Example…………………………45 

Figure 3 Conceptual Framework Graphic Representation……………………………………....49 

Figure 4 Case Study Graphic Representation…..………………………………………………..94 

Figure 5  Twitter Informal Professional Learning……………………………………………...201 

 

 

 

 

 

 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            10 
 

 

Chapter One: Introduction 

      As far back as I can remember, I wanted to be a teacher. Growing up, I spent countless 

hours standing at my oversized chalkboard in our laundry room, teaching my stuffed animals. 

I loved school, especially the teachers that brought learning to life, like Mr. Summerville and 

his pioneer rabbit stew. Unfortunately, those teachers were few and far between. Therefore, 

when I began teaching, I vowed to be a teacher that made learning fun and engaging. So, I 

planned simulations, brought in guest speakers, set up learning stations, and tried to make 

"magic" in middle school.  

      However, it was a problem-based learning institute at the Illinois Mathematics and 

Science Academy and some dynamic social studies colleagues that profoundly impacted my 

beliefs about teaching and learning and my classroom practice. In 2001, I began teaching at a 

selective enrollment high school. Inquiry-based learning was an expectation in the social 

studies department- one that I was not prepared to meet that first semester- 

     Sniff, sniff, sniff, I followed the foul odor across the commons to the social studies hall. 

Pinching my nose, I peeked into the A.P. Economics class, "Don't worry, it's just Limburger 

cheese!" said Paulina, "We'll tell you about it later!" Turning around, I bumped into Ms. 

Smith, "Where are all the students?" I asked. "A.P. Government is down at the law office 

working with their partners on their Supreme Court docket briefs, and Mr. G. has the A.P. 

Human Geography students in Lincoln Square documenting urban land use," she remarked 

with a smile. Instantly, my heart began pounding. "Have you done an inquiry unit yet?" I 

asked. Ms. Smith, walking away and holding crossed fingers in the air, responded, "Next 

week, I am teaming with Ava on a DBQ; wish me luck!" I quickly calculated; I was the only 

one in the department who hadn't done a problem-based inquiry. Questions swirled through 
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my head, "How are they doing inquiry in the first quarter?" "How are they going to cover the 

A.P. curriculum?" "How did they get field trip approval so fast?" "How did they establish 

partnerships?" "Are the students ready for inquiry?" "Are we allowed to take students on the 

train?"  

  "How am I going to incorporate inquiry in my classroom?" I had few answers, but I 

wanted to be a part of this engaging learning community where students were creating, 

thinking critically, and problem-solving with real-world issues. However, I lacked practical 

tools and needed advice on how to make inquiry work in my new school. In addition, I was 

concerned that inquiry-based learning would detract from content coverage in my Advanced 

Placement course. Finally, I had no experience with high schoolers and was unfamiliar with 

the school policies and administration. Still, I was inspired by the learning around me, so I 

asked questions and sought mentors. 

      I learned to implement inquiry through trial and error in the classroom and by 

employing practices modeled by "teacher leaders" in the social studies department. 

Fortunately, I had supportive colleagues, administrators, and community members, and my 

students were enthusiastic participants. Thus, practice-based knowledge helped me to address 

contextual barriers and, as a result, improved my self-efficacy. Over time, inquiry became 

central to my practice, and the benefits I perceived made me want to share my knowledge 

with other teachers. 

      My research interests are rooted in my experiences as a student, teacher, and teacher-

educator. As a student, my experiences were largely teacher-centered and rarely provided 

opportunities to think critically or engage in problem-solving; I wish that were different. 

However, it served as motivation to teach differently. As a teacher, I used inquiry to make 
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content relevant and engage students in meaningful and challenging work; students developed 

critical thinking skills and genuinely enjoyed the learning process. So as a teacher educator, I 

focused on helping candidates learn how to plan and implement inquiry-based lessons and 

units. However, I found that my practice-based knowledge lacked the breadth to sufficiently 

support teacher candidates using inquiry in contexts with diverse learners and a lack of 

support.  

       Below, I explain my beliefs about the purpose of education, teaching social studies, and 

the role of inquiry-based learning (a learner-centered approach to knowledge construction. Saye, 

2017). My perspective regarding the utility of inquiry-based learning and its significance to K-12 

social studies education derives from my beliefs about education, social studies, the role of the 

educator, and my progressive orientation regarding the preparation of democratic citizens. My 

beliefs are rooted in my experiences as an educator, teacher educator, student, and parent. I draw 

on the ideas of philosopher John Dewey, social studies research literature, and my experiences to 

explain my beliefs about inquiry-based learning and my interest in how teachers navigate their 

context to implement inquiry in social studies classrooms.     

My Beliefs about the Purpose of Education 

       The purpose of education in the United States should be to expand democratic ideals and 

build individual capacities to sustain our democracy. Indeed, our public school system was 

founded to prepare our youth for active engagement in civic life (Levinson & Levine, 2013). 

Education is a "fostering, nurturing, and cultivating process through which a social group 

sustains itself through the educational growth of immature members" (Dewey,1916/1944, p.10). 

Therefore, education serves a social function and should support the development of individuals 

and society so society can shape itself in the desired direction.  
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The Democratic Ideal 

        The success of a democratic society rests in the participation of its members. To 

participate in meaningful ways, members must understand society's social problems and needs. 

Democracy "is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience" and 

is not limited to formal government institutions (Dewey, 1916/1944, p. 87). The democratic ideal 

embodies shared common interests and reliance upon recognizing mutual interests as a factor in 

the social order. It reflects interaction and cooperation among social groups resulting in 

readjustment to meet the situations that arise from such interaction (Dewey, 1916/1944).  

      Democracy as a way of living helps us to adapt to our changing conditions in ways that 

foster social welfare and individual development. Therefore, democracy is a means to an end on 

the playground, at home, in school, and in the broader community and serves a wide range of 

human relationships and individual development (Dewey, 1916/1944). Democratic practices help 

us to figure out what to play on the playground, how to spend family money, how to make our 

schools safe, how to provide affordable housing in our communities, and how to protect our 

natural resources. If we expect our children to adapt to and address the changes in their 

relationships with society and the environment and participate in the institutions that govern 

them, we must educate them in ways that foster civic competence (NCSS, 1994).      

Inquiry and Democracy 

      How, then, do we build students’ civic competence and harness the power of cooperative 

experience? How do we help students understand their communities’ social problems and needs 

and participate in our democracy as a way of living and adapting to changing situations? First, 

we must assist students in developing the inquiry skills to question their environment and gain 
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knowledge about their community, nation, and the world to foster collaborative decision-making 

and problem-solving. We must provide students with consistent opportunities to practice 

democracy as a way of living, just as they practice reading and mathematics (Levinson & 

Levine, 2013).   

     Inquiry is the natural foundation of learning; knowledge and ideas emerge from situations 

where learners draw out meaningful and important experiences (Dewey,1938). Ideally, the 

classroom is a place where the inquiry process can be applied to various social problems, such as 

bullying, educational inequity, and healthcare, in ways that transfer learning responsibility to the 

learner and make learning meaningful and relevant. In my experience, too often, students ask, 

"Why do I need to know this?" This question reflects a lack of relevance in learning and a desire 

for a personally meaningful education. However, when inquiry is used to help students reason to 

answer, "Why do I need to know this?" learning becomes meaningful. 

Putting Inquiry Into Practice 

      In an effort to make learning meaningful in my Advanced Placement Psychology class,  

students engaged in a yearlong problem-based inquiry. They were tasked with helping a fictitious 

family member newly diagnosed with a disorder found in DSM-4-TR (Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manuel of Mental Disorders, 4th Edition). Instead of a typical research paper, they gathered 

information to propose locally accessible treatment options. The students explored mental health 

issues through inquiry; their analysis reflected consideration of their position in the context of the 

cultural, political, and economic forces that shape our healthcare system. The students became 

knowledge producers as they communicated their reasoning to justify their treatment options. 

Finally, students were invited to take informed action to raise awareness regarding mental health 

in the broader community.  
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      Through inquiry, students determined when, where, how, and why to seek mental health 

care. Beyond the benefits indicated by research, I observed my students grow in empathy, self-

efficacy, and appreciation for the complex nature of social problems and the role of advocacy. 

Ultimately, students were better prepared to help a friend, family member, or themselves 

regarding mental health care. In addition, they understood that how we address health care 

reflects society and that the system changes when people act. 

      When teachers develop students’ capacities to question, analyze information, and 

problem-solve in this way, we equip them with the skills to address changes in their environment 

and to engage productively in civic life and the global community. We cannot approach 

education as preparation for a fixed station in life (Dewey,1897); the forces of globalization and 

technological changes demand education focused on adaptive and creative habits of mind and 

interdisciplinary thinking (Swan & Griffin, 2013) to address both immediate and future real-

world problems (Crockett et al., 2011; Stewart, 2019).  

      The COVID-19 Pandemic exemplified the forces of globalization. It challenged 

individuals, communities, states, nations, and the global community to problem-solve in every 

aspect of life and reflects the need to prepare students to address the issues that arise from our 

interconnected and interdependent world. Research indicates the significance of inquiry-based 

learning regarding the development of such skills (Barron & Darling-Hammond, 2008; 

Bransford & Swartz, 2000; Newman & Associates, 1996, as cited in Saye, 2017) and the 

thinking needed for democratic citizenship (Barton & Avery, 2016; Barton & Levstik, 2004; 

Journell, 2016). Therefore, leveraging inquiry in our social studies classrooms makes sense as a 

powerful tool to foster skills development to support democratic participation. 
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The Purpose of Social Studies Education and the Role of Inquiry  

        "The primary purpose of social studies is to help young people develop the ability to make 

informed and reasoned decisions for the public good as citizens of a culturally diverse, democratic 

society in an interdependent world" (NCSS, 2023), and inquiry-based learning should be a defining 

element of the K-12 social studies classroom. Social studies classrooms should be exciting places 

where students look forward to learning about the world around them; they should see 

themselves in lessons about the past and present. Social studies instruction should spark 

questions about why we live and work the way we do, how people and cultures are similar and 

different, and how our relationships with the environment affect people oceans away because 

society is the subject matter of social studies.  

While this is what social studies should be, in my experience as a student, social studies 

were characterized by isolated disciplines rather than an interdisciplinary means to examine 

social problems such as poverty, homelessness, and environmental degradation. My K-12 social 

studies experiences were content-focused and teacher-centered and rarely included opportunities 

to address real-world issues. Today, I see this in my children's struggle to make sense of the 

names and dates they are tasked with memorizing, the maps they color and label, and the charts 

they examine in social studies with no link to the present. Conversely, when their talent 

development class initiated an interdisciplinary inquiry regarding water based on students’ 

questions about The Boy Who Harnessed the Wind, my sons came home with questions, 

concerns, and ideas to create change. They shut off the water when brushing their teeth, took 

shorter showers, and suggested I consider my "water habits." They shared geographic, economic, 

and historical knowledge of Malawi and effortlessly compared it with their own experiences; 

"Mom, did you know….?" characterized the start of our conversations at home during the unit. 
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In this manner, the curriculum brought the subject matter to bear on their experience and 

contributed to their development (Dewey, 1938).  

      My progressive orientation toward the social studies underlies my support for such a 

curriculum that includes learning content in the context of real-world problems through inquiry 

(Fallace, 2017). In this way, social studies education becomes relevant just as the distant country 

of Malawi is now relevant to my children. Yet, "Mom, did you know?" is too often relegated 

only to gifted classes or science. Despite widespread support for inquiry at the district, state, and 

national levels, it seems to be missing in my children’s social studies classrooms.  

      Fortunately, the current sociopolitical environment and those who control and participate 

in the social studies discourse broadly support advocacy for inquiry-based learning in K-12 

social studies. The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State 

Standards positions inquiry as the methodology for teaching the primary social studies 

disciplines for civic engagement (NCSS, 2013). The C3 Framework reflects language from the 

traditional, disciplinary, and progressive orientations of the social studies, aligns with Dewey's 

theory of experience in education, and supports the development of a curriculum that engages 

students with real-world problems (Fallace, 2009; 2017). The most encouraging and progressive 

element in the C3 Framework is a call for students to take informed action, which is the essence 

of meaningful social studies and reflects that the "process and goal of education are one and the 

same thing" (Dewey, 1897, p.13).           

      For example, in 2014, the Jefferson County, Colorado school board ordered a review of 

the new A.P. U.S. history materials to ensure that the curriculum was patriotic to "promote 

citizenship, patriotism, essentials and benefits of the free enterprise system, respect for authority 

and respect for individual rights" (Fischer, 2015, p. 235). The new A.P. curriculum was a 
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response from the College Board to align with universities and NCSS in emphasizing historical 

inquiry, depth of understanding, and mastery of primary and scholarly sources (Fischer, 2015). In 

response to the school board's actions, hundreds of students walked out of their Jefferson County, 

Colorado, high school classrooms to protest the conservative resistance to the proposed 

Advanced Placement U.S. History curriculum (Fischer, 2015). Students wrote to the board, "I 

want honesty in my classroom" (Fischer, 2015, p. 235).  The students questioned, deliberated, 

and acted; they exercised democratic participation because they cared about their social studies 

education. The protests demonstrated the power of participation, which must be nurtured because 

where there is little power, there is little sense of positive responsibility; only practice and use 

will develop power and interest (Dewey, 1938).  

      The students in Jefferson County may not have shifted the power dynamics in social 

studies discourse (Cherryholmes,1983), but they raised their concerns and contributed to a 

compromise. In addition, they demonstrated the power of democratic participation and why 

social studies teachers should use inquiry to engage students. Exploration of the social studies 

should help young people to reason about the world around them because knowledge of the 

social studies is an instrument to connect personal experience with the larger society, and 

children are naturally curious about the world they inhabit (Dewey, 1938).  

      For example, historical and geographic subject matter "is meant to enrich and liberate the 

more direct and personal contacts of life by furnishing their context, their background, and 

outlook." and "knowledge of the past is the key to understanding the present…the true starting 

point of history is always some present situation with its problems." (Dewey, 1916/1944, pp. 211, 

214). Furthermore, geography accounts for Earth as man's home, and geographic data helps us 

understand man's residence, pursuits, successes, and failures. Finally, economic history reveals 
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the "growth of the effective, through the command of nature, of the common man for whom 

powers and principalities exist” (Dewey, 1916/1944, p. 217). A failure to make education 

relevant through such inquiry can leave students struggling to ward off boredom or contribute to 

the intellectual or physical abandonment of education altogether. The C3 Framework serves to 

guide teachers and clarify how inquiry can be used to promote meaningful social studies 

education, and the recent advocacy is encouraging. However, significant reform requires teachers 

to use inquiry.       

The Role of the Social Studies Educator and What I Learned as a Teacher 

     Social studies teachers should use inquiry to teach geography, economics, history, civics, 

and literacy in the service of civic competence. They are essential to social progress and 

positioned to engage students in ways that promote democratic ideals, develop civic competence, 

and support democratic participation. In my experience as a teacher and teacher educator, social 

studies educators meet inquiry-based learning with enthusiasm. However, that enthusiasm is 

often tempered by barriers such as experience or high-stakes testing. 

       Indeed, the educator's role is challenging regarding knowledge of students, content, and 

context and requires flexibility to create optimal learning experiences. Dewey (1897) emphasized 

the magnitude of the task of IBL; he believed the process would take considerable time and 

effort. An inquiry framework is not an end; implementation requires the capacity to develop the 

framework to meet students’ needs. It is the educator’s job to select appropriate stimuli and 

materials and gain an awareness of the student’s capacities to guide them and avoid aimless 

meandering (Dewey, 1897). The educator is responsible for determining ways the subject matter 

can become part of the student’s experience. They must create conditions that motivate the 

student to seek knowledge because it is relevant, and a connection exists between the subject 
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matter and the student’s cognitive processes. The learner must be active in the learning process, 

and the educator should serve as a guide sharing their experiences to support learning (Dewey, 

1897). Dewey’s assertions are reflected in current research that indicates teachers’ beliefs and 

attitudes, contextual constraints (Anderson, 2002; DiBlase & McDonald, 2015; Howell & Saye, 

2017; Voet & Wever, 2016), disciplinary backgrounds, content knowledge, and experience with 

inquiry (Sung & Yang, 2013; Thacker et al., 2017b) can serve as barriers to teachers’ use of IBL. 

       As a teacher, I participated in quality professional development for IBL, which engaged 

me as a learner in the inquiry process and allowed me to develop curriculum-specific inquiry for 

my students. I implemented inquiry in a supportive and resource-rich environment with gifted 

high school students. I engaged students in civic action, helped them apply for patents through an 

innovation colloquium, and supported independent studies that resulted in documentaries and 

research partnerships. Even so, my self-efficacy and interdisciplinary knowledge still served as 

intermittent barriers. I remember being particularly anxious facilitating an inquiry where students 

planned how to assist refugees resettling in Chicago. The inquiry led students to ask complicated 

historical and economic questions regarding the refugees’ countries of origin, which challenged 

my content knowledge and was sometimes uncomfortable. I had to accept that the inquiry path is 

not always predictable or easy.  

        As a teacher educator, I worked with graduate students in a social studies methods course 

to develop problem-based learning units for implementation during their student teaching. 

However, I found that my practice-based knowledge lacked breadth concerning implementation 

strategies in various teaching contexts. I needed to know more to help teacher candidates use IBL 

in contexts with diverse learners and weak administrative support. As a supervisor for middle 

school social studies teacher candidates, I saw first-hand the impact of context on ambitious 
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teaching methods such as IBL. In my experience, teachers and pre-service teachers are 

increasingly bound by standard pacing guides, lesson plans, and assessments that leave little 

room for flexibility or creativity. Under these circumstances, few social studies teachers navigate 

the contextual barriers to implement time-intensive practices such as IBL, and even then, it is the 

exception. Research suggests that teachers need autonomy and support from disciplinary experts, 

professional organizations, administrators, students, parents, and community members to realize 

the potential of inquiry to support meaningful social studies education. Implementing inquiry in 

social studies is ideal and rewarding but not easy. 

      My collective teaching experiences shaped my views on my role as a social studies 

educator much as Hawley and Crowe (2016) found that pre-service teachers’ ideas about their 

role and purpose in teaching social studies changed over time. However, I acknowledge that 

education is value-laden, and not everyone agrees on the purpose of social studies education or 

what should be taught in our classrooms, as evidenced by recent debates and legislation 

regarding Critical Race Theory across the country (Sawchuk, 2021). In addition, there is 

scholarly debate about the social studies teacher’s role in transmitting or transforming the status 

quo (Stanley, 2005). For over a century, debates have ensued over the appropriateness of 

revisionist or patriotic views of our country’s past in U.S. History curricula (Urist, 2015). 

Finally, individuals like Lippmann have questioned the masses’ capacity to sufficiently grasp 

society’s complexities in meaningful ways that serve a participatory democracy (Stanley, 2005). 

      Nevertheless, I agree with Stanley (2005) that simply because our society may not reflect 

an ideal participatory democracy does not mean it should be abandoned. On the contrary, 

inquiry-based learning directed to real-world problems should be a defining element of the social 

studies classroom to empower and engage students. Social studies education should provide 
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students with opportunities to practice democratic participation. Social studies educators should 

help students assume the responsibilities involved in having a voice in shaping society and the 

institutions that govern them.  

Therefore, this research was intended to explore teachers’ practices to navigate their 

context to make inquiry-based learning (IBL) possible and add to what we know about how 

inquiry works in the classroom. Such understandings can inform professional development 

and learning and promote IBL in social studies classrooms. This chapter defines inquiry-based 

learning, provides background on IBL’s history and efficacy in social studies, and includes 

the study’s problem statement, research questions, purpose and significance, conceptual 

framework, and relevant terms.      

Inquiry-Based Learning 

Key Elements of Inquiry-Based Learning 

For this study, inquiry-based learning (IBL) is defined as a learner-centered approach to 

exploring questions using sources to construct evidence-based arguments (Grant et al., 2017a). 

The three central elements of IBL are questions, tasks, and sources, which characterize the main 

elements of inquiry in the scholarly literature (Grant et al., 2017a). This conception is also 

central to the C3 Framework's Inquiry Arc, intended to promote and clarify inquiry in social 

studies (NCSS, 2013). In 2013, the National Council for the Social Studies released the College, 

Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State Standards, which highlights a 

range of content and skills necessary for students to interact with the social world and positions 

inquiry as the methodology for teaching the primary social studies disciplines for civic 

engagement (NCSS, 2013). I use inquiry-based learning, IBL, and inquiry interchangeably 

throughout this study. 
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Defining Inquiry Across the Disciplines 

       Various conceptions of inquiry are common across disciplines and change over time, 

which creates confusion for K-12 educators (Barrow, 2006; Cattaneo, 2017; Mayer, 2004). For 

example, John Dewey encouraged inquiry in science education in 1910. He began advocating 

using a six-step scientific method where the learner was actively involved, and the educator 

served as a facilitator. Dewey later advocated including students’ prior knowledge and focusing 

on problems related to their interests as critical elements of the inquiry process.  

Defining Inquiry in Science 

       Anderson (2002) explains that the National Science Education Standards [NSES] outlines 

three main usages of inquiry. One, Scientific Inquiry "refers to the diverse ways in which 

scientists study the natural world and propose explanations based on the evidence derived from 

their work" (2002, p.2). Inquiry Learning is an active learning process, "something students do," 

that reflects Scientific Inquiry in an educational setting, entails various activities, and includes 

oral and written discourse. Finally, Inquiry Teaching refers to the teacher’s actions and entails a 

central strategy to encourage students to investigate authentic questions generated from students’ 

experiences. Through inquiry teaching, students should develop knowledge and understanding of 

scientific ideas and methods. Currently, the NSES does not provide an operational definition of 

inquiry teaching, which various researchers often define differently. The NSES provides 

examples of inquiry teaching, but the lack of a descriptive framework leads to confusion among 

practitioners (Anderson, 2002).  

      Additionally, inquiry can look differently based on the discipline and disciplinary modes 

of thinking (Bransford et al., 2000). For example, in science, an inquiry can be a traditional lab 

activity focused on cause and effect to answer the question, “What happens when you drop Alka 
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Seltzer tablets into oil and water?” However, inquiry can also address an ill-structured problem, 

such as determining the most cost-effective way to clean a stream on the school’s property, 

which requires a range of knowledge and skills. In social studies, an inquiry may ask, “Is the 

Amazon rainforest worth saving?” Students would draw on geographic, economic, historical, and 

civic sources to craft evidence-based arguments in this case. Alternatively, students may engage 

in historical inquiry using historical documents to answer questions such as, “How did 

colonialism affect Kenya?” Students may focus their historical thinking on change and continuity 

over time and use sources to support their claims. Finally, inquiry-based learning can focus on 

problem-solving or applying knowledge to a predetermined project.  

Defining Inquiry in Social Studies  

       In social studies, inquiry-based learning surfaces under many names, such as problem-

based learning (Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007), project-based learning (Parker et al., 2013), ambitious 

teaching (Grant, 2003; Grant & Gradwell, 2010), historical inquiry (Monte-Sano, 2008; 

Reisman, 2012; Wineburg, 2001), Action Civics (Gingold, 2013) and disciplinary literacy (e.g., 

Conley, 2012; Moje, 2008). Programs such as the Amherst Project (Brown, 1996), Historical 

Scene Investigations (Swan et al., 2008), Problem-based Historical Inquiry (Saye & Brush, 2005; 

Saye & Brush, 2006), the Mikva Challenge (Andolina & Conklin, 2018), Document-based 

History (Reisman, 2012), and Generation Citizen (Lander, 2018) employ varied conceptions of 

inquiry. For example, the Amherst Project supports historical disciplinary literacy, and the 

Mikva Challenge uses a learning cycle of Action Civics.       

      In my experience, teachers often think of inquiry-based learning as distinct from 

programs such as Action Civics and historical inquiry. Furthermore, not all K-12 social studies 

teachers are familiar with the C3 Framework's Inquiry Arc. Recently licensed teachers may be 
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familiar with the C3 Framework through their education programs. However, veteran teachers 

may be more familiar with inquiry through disciplinary literacy and Action Civics, which are 

more established in K-12 social studies. However, these variations include the central elements 

of inquiry that guide this study: questions, tasks, and sources (Grant et al., 2017a). Therefore, 

they are considered forms of IBL and are appropriate methodologies for teaching the primary 

social studies disciplines for civic engagement. Considering this, the definition that guided this 

study allowed for broad consideration of participants and an understanding of teacher practices. 

Distinguishing Inquiry and Discovery Learning 

  For this study, it is also essential to distinguish between inquiry-based learning (guided 

discovery/instruction) and pure discovery learning (minimally guided discovery/instruction), as 

they are sometimes considered synonymous in the literature. In fact, Barron and Darling-

Hammond (2008) found that teachers may mistake inquiry-based learning for unstructured 

learning and not understand how to balance classroom management, lesson design, and 

scaffolding for content knowledge.  

      As defined in this study, inquiry-based learning is guided instruction and differs 

significantly from pure discovery learning. Collectively, the research regarding the efficacy of 

minimally guided and guided discovery indicates the significance of delineating between the two 

and situating inquiry-based learning within the discourse of guided discovery. Pure discovery 

learning or minimally guided instruction is defined as: "learners, rather than being presented with 

essential information, must discover or construct essential information for themselves," and 

contrarily enhanced or guided discovery is defined as "providing information that fully explains 

concepts and procedures that students are required to learn" (Kirschner et al., 2006, p.1).   
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      Pure discovery learning has largely been dismissed as effective pedagogy (Alfieri et al., 

2011; Kirshner et al., 2006; Mayer, 2004). Kirschner et al. (2006) present empirical evidence 

from the late 20th century demonstrating the ineffectiveness of pure discovery or minimally 

guided instruction on student learning. Researchers built a case against minimally guided 

instruction based on the cognitive load imposed from learning methods that tax working memory 

based on insufficient domain knowledge in long-term memory. They suggest that all problem-

based searching strains working memory and ignores the limits of the learners' ability to deal 

with novel information, and unguided exploration of complex environments strains working 

memory and is detrimental to learning. They assert that using minimally guided instruction may 

even threaten learning outcomes if students develop misconceptions regarding key tenets of a 

discipline. Unfortunately, Kirschner et al. (2006) erroneously consider discovery, problem-based, 

inquiry, experiential, and constructivist learning pedagogically equivalent forms of minimally 

guided instruction.   

      However, Hmelo-Silver et al. (2007) indicate that problem-based learning (PBL) and 

inquiry learning (IL) are not synonymous with discovery learning and are not minimally guided 

practices. PBL and IL are organized around relevant and authentic problems or questions. The 

researchers explain that in PBL, "students learn content, strategies, and self-directed learning 

skills through collaboratively solving problems, reflecting on their experiences and engaging in 

self-directed inquiry, and in IL, students learn content as well as discipline-specific reasoning 

skills and practices by collaboratively engaging in investigations" (p.110). The significant 

distinction between PBL and IL is their origins, PBL in the medical field and IL in science. PBL 

and IL are characterized by instructors acting as facilitators and providing many forms of 

scaffolding, such as just-in-time direct instruction and mini-lectures. Complex tasks are broken 
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down into manageable tasks that fall within the student’s proximal zone of development, and 

thus, guided instruction is embedded in PBL and IL. Hmelo-Silver et al. (2007) agree with 

Kirschner et al. (2006) that there is little evidence to suggest positive student outcomes from 

using unguided discovery; therefore, distinguishing IBL from unguided discovery is significant. 

Background 

Inquiry in Social Studies and Advocacy 

      So, where has inquiry-based learning fit into the U.S. education landscape? An analysis 

of education from 1880 to 1990 indicates that inquiry-based instruction is the exception rather 

than the rule in K-12 U.S. classrooms (Cuban, 1997). Consistent with Cuban’s research, The 

Social Studies Inquiry Research Collaborative recently examined inquiry learning in U.S. 

schools and found that it continues to be the exception (Saye & SSIRC, 2013). Unfortunately, 

although social studies scholars and professionals regularly recommend inquiry-based learning 

as a preferred teaching pedagogy, K-12 social studies teachers rarely engage students in inquiry 

(Ravitch, 2011; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).   

      Historically, K-12 social studies instruction has been characterized by broad content 

coverage, cursory knowledge application, and lower-order thinking skills (Saye & Social Studies 

Inquiry Research Collaborative [SSRIC], 2013). However, key reform efforts over the past 

century illustrate how social studies scholars and professionals defined inquiry and promoted its 

utility in K-12 social studies education. Such efforts reflect differing ideological orientations: 

traditional, disciplinary, and progressive, representing ideas about why and how social studies 

should be taught and the significance of inquiry as a teaching methodology.   

      The traditional orientation to social studies focuses on the transmission of culture. While 

the disciplinary orientation focuses on disciplinary ways of thinking, and progressives focus on 
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applying knowledge to real-world problems (Saye, 2017). The following examples, while not 

exhaustive, highlight the continued focus on inquiry as significant to social studies and reflect 

efforts to support educators. 

     The 1916 Social Studies Committee Report marked what some consider to be the birth of 

social studies as a field (Saye, 2017). The report was rooted in progressivism and urged teachers 

to engage students in the scientific method to investigate social problems (Saxe, 1991). The 

recommended scientific method entailed collecting data, forming conclusions, and scrutinizing 

the findings. Progressive supporters promoted the utility of the school curriculum, particularly 

the emphasis on citizenship development as central to curriculum development (Saxe, 1991; 

Thornton, 2005). However, some historians who preferred a central focus on the past criticized 

the report (Saye, 2017). Unfortunately, the document had little overall effect on the use of 

inquiry in the K-12 classroom. Later, the Rugg Curriculum was introduced as an integrated 

social studies curriculum organized around inquiry and contemporary social problems (Evans, 

2004). Harold Rugg, a long-time professor at Teachers' College, Columbia University, developed 

and promoted a progressive curriculum and co-founded the National Council for the Social 

Studies. He advocated for a disciplinary-integrated, contemporary-oriented, and issue-based 

social studies curriculum over a folklore version of history. Rugg thought education should help 

people understand societal issues and empower them to participate in reform and politics (1931). 

However, despite Rugg’s and fellow progressives’ efforts, inquiry did not take a firm hold in the 

social studies classroom.  

      The New Social Studies (NSS) Movement that emerged in the 1960s represented the 

second significant period of focus on inquiry (Saye, 2017). This wave was fueled by the 

sociopolitical context emanating from the Cold War and fears that progressive education lacked 
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disciplinary rigor and disadvantaged American students. Thus, curriculum reform was guided by 

disciplinary inquiry as practiced by scholars in history and science. The focus shifted from 

contemporary social problems to using inquiry to develop core concepts and disciplinary skills 

(Saye, 2017). During this time, national projects to promote disciplinary inquiry flourished. For 

example, the Amherst Project (Brown, 1996) was a monumental effort to make primary 

documents accessible for disciplined inquiry. However, the NSS Movement drew criticism from 

progressives such as those behind the Harvard Social Studies Project, who advocated for a 

central focus on citizenship education and promoted using inquiry to ethically address social 

issues through disciplined inquiry (Evans, 2011). However, the movement did not result in large-

scale reform for inquiry in the K-12 classroom (Saye, 2017). These reform efforts and their 

controversy represent competing conceptions of inquiry and its role in social studies, which 

continue today. 

      The cognitive revolution that followed focused on disciplinary inquiry’s appropriateness 

in the classroom; could students effectively engage in disciplined inquiry? A focus on cognitive 

processes further impacted conceptions of inquiry based on differences between inquiry as 

applied by experts and novices (Saye, 2017). Researchers explored the differences between how 

experts and novices approach inquiry learning. Experts use their significant domain knowledge 

when approaching disciplined inquiry and can apply appropriate problem-solving strategies. On 

the other hand, novices lack in-depth content knowledge that connects a problem to further 

knowledge and often focus on superficial aspects of a problem. Novices also lack procedural 

knowledge and metacognitive strategies to engage in disciplined inquiry (National Research 

Council, 2000).  
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      Considering cognitive research’s impact, social studies researchers explored the expert-

novice paradigm in history education to understand how students (novices) could engage in 

disciplinary inquiry. This research resulted in the development of curriculum scaffolds to 

develop the skills of sourcing, contextualization, and corroboration to construct historical 

narratives (Wineburg, 1991). Today, experts advocating for inquiry in social studies are 

developing disciplinary tools to help scaffold the process of disciplinary reasoning, which 

provides some of the necessary support for teachers to implement IBL in social studies 

classrooms (e.g., Monte-Sano et al., 2014). 

      Currently, the National Council for the Social Studies advocates for inquiry through the 

College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State Standards. NCSS 

proposes that interdisciplinary inquiry develops the necessary content and skills to prepare 

students for democratic decision-making. The C3 Framework is a compromise between the 

controversy of social studies as social education or disciplinary education by emphasizing social 

education through disciplinary education. This approach uses the Inquiry Arc to incorporate the 

scaffolding necessary to facilitate inquiry for novices that emerged from the research of the 

cognitive revolution.   

      The National Council for the Social Studies continues to support research regarding the 

implementation of and professional development for inquiry-based learning in social studies. In 

particular, the NCSS National Conference in 2018 focused heavily on inquiry, and the summer 

institutes centered on using the Inquiry Design Model (IDM) to train social studies teachers in 

developing inquiry curricula. In 2019, NCSS focused on using inquiry to promote informed civic 

action and research that furthers this aim. Additionally, the C3 Teachers network provides a 

digital forum for teachers to share standards-based inquiry lessons and units. Finally, university 
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researchers like Monte-Sano at the University of Michigan are creating resources like the Teaching 

Reasoning and Inquiry Project in Social Studies (TRIPSS) to help teachers implement IBL. 

      It makes sense that advocacy for inquiry practices continues to permeate the education 

landscape because globally, there is widespread agreement among educators that students in the 

21st century need higher-order thinking skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, 

knowledge application, communication, collaboration, and self-direction (Crockett, 2011; 

Stewart, 2018). Moreover, such advocacy is justified by the growing research base that indicates 

IBL’s effectiveness for conceptual development, content proficiency, increasing sensitivity to 

audiences, growth in supporting arguments with evidence, enhancing planning skills, motivation, 

improving attitudes toward learning, developing critical thinking and problem-solving skills, 

reaching diverse learners, and promoting depth of learning and transfer (e.g., Barron & Darling-

Hammond, 2008; Bransford & Swartz, 2000; McCombs & Whisler, 1997).  

Efficacy of Inquiry-Based Learning 

      It makes sense that a century of advocacy for inquiry in social studies would beg the 

questions: Does inquiry-based learning work? Does it produce desired student outcomes? Well, 

inquiry-based learning is a means to an end, and research shows that it can serve as a framework 

for developing students’ skills, content knowledge, and affective dispositions. Determining the 

efficacy of IBL depends on desired student outcomes. 

      As with any pedagogy, IBL has been scrutinized; however, considerable evidence 

suggests that the benefits outweigh any consequences, and that IBL leads to positive outcomes. 

For example, two meta-analyses examined the effects of unassisted discovery learning versus 

explicit instruction and enhanced or assisted discovery versus other types of instruction (Alfieri 

et al., 2011). In the study, IBL was considered a form of enhanced or assisted discovery. The 

https://soe.umich.edu/directory/faculty-staff/chauncey-monte-sano
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results from 56 studies revealed a statistically significant effect size indicating that enhanced 

discovery methods led to greater learning than the comparison methods and that unassisted 

discovery was comparatively ineffective. Considering the moderators, studies in first and 

second-tier journals favored enhanced discovery methods in math, science, problem-solving, 

verbal, social, and physical/motor skills. The results indicated that discovery learning enhanced 

by scaffolding, formative assessment, feedback, worked examples, and elicit explanations, may 

benefit learners.  

      Additional research reveals positive outcomes of IBL for engaging diverse learners. For 

example, De La Paz and her colleagues demonstrate that with the proper teacher support and 

scaffolding, students of varying abilities can read and write in an inquiry-based learning 

environment (De La Paz, 2005; De La Paz & Felton, 2010; De L Paz, & Graham, 2002). 

GenScope, an open-ended inquiry software, also proved effective for lower-performing students 

regarding domain reasoning (Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007). Research by Lynch et al. (2005) also 

demonstrated the benefits of IL for low-performing students regarding engagement and mastery 

goal orientation.    

      Additionally, in science, research indicates that inquiry teaching produces positive results 

in cognitive development, process skills, and attitudes toward science (Anderson, 2002). Hmelo-

Silver et al. (2007) present evidence of the effectiveness of problem-based learning (PBL) and 

inquiry learning (IL) in the areas of conceptual and procedural knowledge as well as flexible 

thinking skills and epistemic practices (e.g., Guthrie et al., 2004; Langer, 2001; & Wu & Tsai, 

2005). However, they acknowledged that PBL does not always produce significant gains across 

all outcome measures. For example, declarative knowledge for students taught with PBL was 

similar to the comparison group, but their knowledge application showed a moderate effect size. 
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Research in a study focused on medical students (Dochy et al., 2003) indicated that students 

taught using PBL generated more accurate and coherent problem solutions when compared to 

those prepared using traditional instruction. Hmelo-Silver et al. (2007) presented evidence that 

PBL enhances reasoning skills and self-directed learning development and concluded that a 

growing body of experimental and quasi-experimental research demonstrates the benefits of 

inquiry learning compared to traditional methods.  

Efficacy of Inquiry-Based Learning in Social Studies 

      Determining the efficacy of IBL in social studies, as in science, depends on the desired 

student outcomes and the perceived purpose of social studies education. Research regarding IBL 

in social studies is growing, and key studies indicate the discipline-specific efficacy of IBL. For 

example, Parker et al. (2013) conducted a prolonged study to determine the significance of an 

inquiry-based intervention compared to traditional coverage-based instruction in an Advanced 

Placement U.S. Government and Politics course based on the AP test and the Complex Scenario 

Test. The study included 289 students from 12 classes in four schools. Results indicated that 

students in the PBL course scored as well or better on the AP test and the CST compared to a 

high achieving and a moderate-achieving school in both years. In Year 2, students in the high-

achieving school scored better on the CST, and the top-performing students on the CST 

evidenced moderate levels of complex and connected understanding of content relevant to the 

problem.   

      Reisman (2012) conducted a study on the Reading Like a Historian (RLH) curriculum, 

representing the first extended intervention in disciplinary reading in an urban district. The 

Reading Like a Historian curriculum is a document-based (historical inquiry) instructional 

approach in contrast to textbook-driven traditional history instruction. Reisman’s study 
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represented the first effort to test the effectiveness of primary source instruction in history 

classrooms. RLH requires students to use background knowledge to analyze and reconcile 

historical accounts from multiple texts. 

      Reisman used a quasi-experimental design with 236 11th-grade students in five San 

Francisco high schools. She measured the effects of a six-month intervention on four 

dimensions: historical thinking, ability to transfer historical thinking strategies to contemporary 

issues, mastery of factual knowledge, and growth in general reading comprehension. The 

curriculum consisted of document-based lessons with four distinct segments: background 

knowledge, central historical questions, historical documents, and discussion. The results 

indicated that even with minimal fidelity to the curriculum by teachers, the intervention yielded 

effects on all four dimensions. Moreover, the results supported previous research that showed 

that historical inquiry promoted historical thinking, transfer, content knowledge, and reading 

comprehension skills (Voss & Wiley, 2006; Wineberg, 1991). Outcome-based studies for IBL in 

social studies are limited but encouraging and highlight compelling benefits to support further 

advocacy. 

     Moving forward, researchers should not only ask whether IBL works in social studies but 

how it can work better. Understanding the components of questioning and students’ use of 

evidence may help teachers design IBL differently to develop students’ skills. For example, a 

crucial part of inquiry-based learning is the evaluation sources. In a time when social media and 

technology are bombarding kids with information, students need to improve their digital literacy. 

As a result, researchers have begun to look at how students evaluate sources and the need for 

digital media literacy. For example, Jacobsen et al. (2018) asked what evidence students trusted 

and why? They found that students did not have a set framework for analysis, and sociocultural 
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identities (gender and race/ethnicity) were important factors shaping how the students perceived 

evidence. In addition, students explained their rationale for trusting evidence placed in context 

based on emotional or personal connections. Research of this kind can inform research on the 

efficacy of practices that support IBL, such as scaffolding for source analysis. 

Statement of the Problem 

      Inquiry-based learning is not a defining element of the K-12 social studies classroom, and 

teachers face significant barriers to using inquiry-based learning (e.g., Martell, 2020; Saye, 

2017). Despite over a century of advocacy by scholars and professional organizations (NCSS, 

2013), the development of curricular resources to promote inquiry-based learning (IBL) in K-12 

social studies, efficacy studies (e.g., Parker et al., 2013), and teachers’ desires to use inquiry to 

increase students’ motivation and engagement (Knapp & Hopkins, 2018; Parker et al., 2013; 

Thacker et al., 2017b), IBL is still the exception. With the value of inquiry-based learning well-

established, research shifted from asking, “Should social studies teachers use inquiry?" to “Why 

aren’t social studies teachers using inquiry?” and "Why is inquiry-based learning the exception 

rather than the rule? Research indicates that many factors related to the teacher, learner, and 

context impact teachers' decisions to use inquiry (Anderson, 2002; Saye & Brush, 2006). 

     Inquiry-based learning is demanding; it requires significant shifts in how teachers teach, 

students learn, and how ideas are conceptualized. Teachers must create learning experiences in a 

safe environment for students to take risks; students need to trust their teachers and be willing to 

take such academic risks. IBL can be messy and uncertain; it can lead in directions that unsettle 

the teacher and the student. Inquiry-based learning can be as ambiguous as the questions and 

problems that drive inquiries. Therefore, it is unsurprising that a significant research base 

indicates barriers to using IBL. 
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Barriers to the Use of Inquiry-Based Learning 

    Teachers’ backgrounds and experiences can serve as barriers to inquiry-based learning. 

Teachers’ disciplinary backgrounds, content knowledge, experience with inquiry (Sung & Yang, 

2013; Thacker et al., 2017), beliefs and attitudes, and contextual constraints (Anderson, 2002; 

DiBlase & McDonald, 2015; Howell & Saye, 2017; Voet & Wever, 2016) affect teachers’ use of 

inquiry-based learning and exemplify the complexity of theory in practice. Inquiry-based 

learning requires that teachers be skilled at planning, instruction, and assessment and possess 

strong content knowledge and disciplinary skills (Anderson, 2002; Howell & Saye, 2017). 

Therefore, teachers’ disciplinary knowledge impacts the use of inquiry (e.g., Arce et al., 2014; 

Howell & Saye, 2017). For example, Martel (2020) found that new teachers struggled to 

implement inquiry which was exacerbated by their content knowledge.  

      Pedagogical knowledge also influences practice; many teachers have not experienced 

inquiry as a learner or observed inquiry lessons. In fact, Martell (2020) found that “teachers’ own 

experiences as students in lecture-dominated or teacher-centered classrooms impacted their 

development of inquiry-based practices” (p. 285). As a result, many teachers lack an 

understanding of inquiry and what it looks like in practice. Thus, without effective models, they 

are less inclined to initiate ambitious pedagogy (e.g., Lortie, 1975; Salam & Sahin, 2017).  

      Such content and pedagogical content knowledge are also linked to teachers’ self-

efficacy regarding implementing inquiry and affect teachers’ pedagogical choices (Saglam & 

Sahin, 2017). For example, teachers are less likely to use inquiry if they are not confident in their 

ability to facilitate the learning process. Martel (2020) found that new teachers expressed the 

need for more professional development focused on inquiry-based learning in their schools or 

outside organizations. 
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Teacher Beliefs  

Teachers’ beliefs about teaching, learning, and the nature of social studies education can 

serve as barriers to inquiry-based learning. Belief structures comprise episodic knowledge, 

affective elements, and existential presumptions and are significant to teachers' practice (Nespor, 

1987). Episodic knowledge consists of remembered events and stories; affective elements are 

feelings about students and contextual conditions, and existential presumptions reflect beliefs 

about the existence or nonexistence of entities such as “ability” (Nespor, 1987).  

      Teachers’ epistemological beliefs about the nature of knowledge, teaching, and learning 

impact the use of inquiry if not aligned with the constructivist assumptions underlying inquiry 

(e.g., Heilman, 2001; Honey & Moeller, 1990; Onosko, 1991). For example, McCrum (2013) 

found that history teachers are more likely to support IBL if they hold constructivist beliefs that 

historians actively interpret history. Additionally, teachers’ beliefs about the nature and purpose 

of social studies also affect pedagogical choices and lead many teachers to employ didactic 

methods (e.g., Barton & Levstik, 2004; Thacker et al., 2017). For example, if teachers believe 

that the purpose of social studies is to promote cultural transmission, they may be less inclined to 

use inquiry to investigate social problems. Additionally, beginning teachers were more likely to 

use IBL if their cooperating teacher and colleagues held inquiry beliefs and used IBL (Martel, 

2013, 2014). 

      Finally, teachers’ dispositions of risk-taking and a tolerance for ambiguity are associated 

with the propensity to implement ambitious pedagogy (e.g., Morrison, 2012; Shaver, 1996). 

Howell & Saye (2017) also found that deference to administrative authority played a role in 

teachers’ decisions to implement inquiry.  
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Contextual Constraints 

  Teachers’ contexts and the conditions of schooling can also serve as barriers to inquiry-

based learning. Theory in practice is complex because teaching and learning are contextually 

based. Costly (2013) explains that “theories of practice indicate the significance of context and 

the interplay between structures and actors” (p. 15). Gidden’s (1984) theory of structuration 

suggests that teachers shape their context and are constrained by them. Teachers’ perceptions and 

beliefs about contextual barriers to inquiry vary considerably, which makes sense considering the 

varying conditions of schooling and teachers’ experiences.   

      Practical issues such as physical classroom space, class size, resources, preparation time, 

collaborative planning time, daily schedules, and high-stakes testing can serve as disincentives 

for teachers to implement IBL (e.g., Konopack et al., 1994; Voet & Wever, 2016). Thacker et al. 

(2017b) surveyed teachers about their beliefs and instructional practices, given the expectations 

of inquiry instruction in the C3 Framework. The researchers explained that the disconnect 

between theory and practice exists partly because of factors related to teachers as individuals and 

external factors such as limited instructional time, high-stakes testing, and curriculum scope. 

According to Martel (2020), new teachers reported that a limited teaching repertoire, time to plan 

inquiry lessons with colleagues, and a lack of “practical tools” and support made it challenging 

to implement inquiry regularly. Classroom management, students’ inexperience with inquiry, 

and reading skills related to primary sources also served as contextual barriers for new teachers 

(Martel, 2020).     

       Voet and Wever (2016) investigated history teachers’ beliefs about IBL related to the 

context in which they worked. Their research revealed that teachers perceived contextual 

constraints, such as time devoted to history instruction, content coverage, students’ lack of 
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procedural and background knowledge, and lack of age-appropriate resources for IBL. For 

example, primary source readings are often too complex and require lexical and syntactical 

modification (Reisman, 2012). In addition, Voet and Wever (2016) found that participants that 

believed in the value of inquiry-based learning remained skeptical that they could implement 

IBL considering the time and content constraints.  

      Gerwin and Visone (2006) found that high-stakes testing affected history teachers’ 

classroom practice. They asked: How would history teachers teach a class if they had the 

freedom to teach however they felt most comfortable and effective? The researchers identified 

courses (electives) that gave teachers freedom regarding their practice and two exemplary 

teachers teaching ambitious electives and state-tested courses. Researchers found more ambitious 

teaching activities in elective courses and more emphasis on content coverage, rote learning, and 

memorization in state-tested courses.  

      The required courses focused more on content coverage, and the elective courses 

reflected a concern for overall understanding and complex affective goals. The elective courses 

included more frequent and in-depth discussions. The required course was accelerated in pace, 

and less time was spent on analyzing primary sources and meaning compared to electives. 

Document-based questions in the state-tested courses modeled the state exam. However, in the 

elective course, students were encouraged to analyze, evaluate, and defend their views in their 

essay responses. Researchers concluded that the teachers were more likely to engage in 

ambitious teaching activities and assessments in their elective courses than in state-tested 

courses. The researchers concluded that high-stakes tests could impact classroom practice and 

hinder ambitious pedagogy such as inquiry-based learning.  
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      It is not surprising that contextual barriers to inquiry implementation are consistently 

indicated in the research base considering the conditions of schooling, the larger sociopolitical 

environment, the current focus in the United States on standardized testing, and the 

marginalization of K-12 social studies education over the past decade in the wake of initiatives 

such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and the Common Core State Standards (Crocco & 

Livingston, 2017). More recently, the COVID-19 pandemic made the 2020-2021 school year 

complex; remote learning, masking, social distancing, fear, and anxiety complicated teaching 

contexts. As teachers returned to their classrooms, the sociopolitical environment across the 

United States further complicated social studies education. For example, the Protect Students 

First Act passed in Georgia in 2022 banned “divisive concepts” and limited social studies 

curricula. Beyond the question of constitutionality, the Act has confused teachers who fear they 

may be held accountable for teaching the wrong concepts, as those outlined are vague 

(Pendharkar, 2022).  

      Teaching contexts are dynamic and complex. Ultimately, contextual barriers are partly a 

function of teachers’ perceptions that inform their beliefs and guide pedagogical decisions. The 

research tells us that the teaching context is significant to the use of inquiry in the K-12 

classroom. My review of recent literature (since the release of the C3 Framework) regarding the 

implementation of IBL in K-12 social studies reveals unique manifestations of contextual 

challenges in the elementary, middle, and high school contexts. The differences in how teachers 

address issues such as time and content breadth may be significant to professional development 

and learning for IBL. Most notably, the current research tells us little about what teachers in 

middle school (6th-8th) know and can do regarding inquiry-based learning in social studies.  
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Purpose of the Study 

      This case study aimed to identify and describe teachers’ exemplary practices to address 

contextual barriers to implement IBL in the middle school (6th -8th) social studies classroom to 

inform professional development and learning. Therefore, this study is limited to contextual 

barriers and practices that are potentially transferable.  

Research Questions  

Primary: How do teachers address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based learning in 

the middle school (6th-8th) social studies classroom?   

Secondary: How can teachers’ practices to address contextual barriers to inquiry-based 

learning inform professional development and learning? 

Significance of the Study: Why is the Problem Problematic? 

      Why does inquiry-based learning matter in middle schools?  What teachers teach and 

how they teach are significant to adolescent development, and developmental responsiveness 

should be a starting point for selecting teaching practices (Association for Middle Level 

Education, 2010). Inquiry-based learning reflects developmentally responsive pedagogy for 

adolescents; an interdisciplinary and relevant curriculum that investigates real-world issues is 

ideally suited for adolescent learners (Krajcik & Czerniak, 2007; Wraga, 2009).  

      Early adolescence, ages 10 to 14, is a critical time to engage youth in civic thinking and 

action due to the cognitive and social-cognitive changes that occur during this time (Blakemore 

& Mills, 2014). The cognitive and social-emotional skills developed during early adolescence 

support identity construction that incorporates societal standards, personal beliefs, and 

commitments supporting democratic participation (Quinn & Bauml, 2017). Inquiry helps our 
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students to ask and answer questions about the past, present, and future in ways that foster the 

thinking skills necessary to participate in our democracy.  

Middle School Social Studies in the State 

     In the State, middle schools are the first systematic introduction to world studies through 

geography, history, economics, and civics.  According to the State Department of Education, the 

“units and frameworks align to connecting themes and enduring understandings that transcend 

units and courses” (State Department of Education, 2023). Enduring understandings relate to 

themes such as location, human-environment interaction, and governance and are central to 

social studies education and civic participation (NCSS, 2023). All units and frameworks are 

designed to promote inquiry (State Department of Education, 2023). For example, exploring the 

question, “How can humans, their society, and the environment impact each other?” can help 

teachers provide relevance in the study of historical, geographic, civic, and economic content 

related to regions such as Europe in sixth grade or Southeast Asia in seventh grade. The 

interdisciplinary nature of the middle school curriculum lends itself to inquiry-based learning 

focused on such thematic questions. 

     Therefore, social studies educators in middle schools are uniquely positioned to promote 

positive youth development and civic participation through curriculum and pedagogy. The State 

curriculum standards provide a rich base from which teachers can use an inquiry framework to 

connect students to real-world local and global issues through an interdisciplinary student-

centered approach. Additionally, inquiry-based learning often occurs through peer collaboration, 

facilitating adolescent learning (Steinberg, 2014). Curriculum and instruction can impact 

adolescents’ positive cognitive, social, and emotional development.  
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      Middle schools should also include initiatives to develop self-regulation and noncognitive 

skills such as perseverance and determination (Steinberg, 2014). The central elements of self-

regulated learning are cognitive, emotional, motivational, and behavioral regulation, enabling 

individuals to reach their goals in a changing environment (Meier & Vogt, 2015). Inquiry 

supports the development of self-regulation; it requires planning, monitoring, controlling, and 

evaluating during an investigation.  

Missed Opportunities 

      Finally, failing to support the use of inquiry is a missed opportunity to meet the needs of 

our students and the expectations for social studies education. Globally, there is widespread 

agreement among educators that students in the 21st century need higher-order thinking skills 

such as critical thinking, problem-solving, knowledge application, communication, collaboration, 

and self-direction (Crockett, 2011; Stewart, 2018).  Research indicates IBL’s effectiveness for 

conceptual development, content proficiency, increasing sensitivity to audiences, growth in 

supporting arguments with evidence, enhancing planning skills, motivation, improving attitudes 

toward learning, developing critical thinking and problem-solving skills, reaching diverse 

learners, and promoting depth of learning and transfer (e.g., Barron & Darling-Hammond, 2008; 

Bransford & Swartz, 2000; McCombs & Whisler, 1997). 

      Expectations for social studies education are reflected in national and State standards. For 

example, the National Council for the Social Studies (2013) recommends in the C3 Framework 

that students have opportunities for civic engagement, as shown in Figure 1. Additionally, the 

State expects information processing, literacy, and map and globe skills development in the sixth 

through eighth grades outlined in the Social Studies State Standards of Excellence, as shown in 
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Figure 2.  Inquiry-based learning can support civic engagement and skill development, and it 

makes sense for teachers to leverage IBL.   

Figure 1 

NCSS Civic Engagement Expectations
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Figure 2 

Social Studies State Standards of Excellence Skills Example 

 

     However, inquiry is not a cure for the educational woes of society nor the only pedagogy 

appropriate to further adolescent development. Nevertheless, if delivered in a skilled manner, 
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inquiry-based learning does hold unique potential to capitalize on the assets of adolescents in 

ways that support democratic participation and global competence. Successful youth 

development matters and requires the efforts of parents, educators, politicians, businesspeople, 

healthcare professionals, and other adults that share in rearing adolescents (Steinberg, 2014). 

How Does This Research Build on Existing Literature? 

      Today, research regarding the efficacy of IBL and barriers to teachers’ use of inquiry is 

well-established and indicates general areas to target professional development and learning. 

However, the current PD is not sufficient. Research suggests that inquiry professional 

development (PD) in social studies focuses mainly on developing historical inquiry (Callahan, 

2017; Callahan et al., 2014, 2016; Crocco & Marino, 2017; Howell & Saye, 2017). Studies 

indicate that such PD is characterized by modeling of inquiry techniques using video cases and 

simulation activities (Callahan, 2017; Crocco & Marino, 2017; Howell & Saye, 2017; Knapp & 

Hopkins, 2018; Saye & Brush, 2014, 2016), the development of content knowledge through 

expert-led summer seminars, (Callahan, 2017; Callahan et al., 2014, 2016; Crocco, & Marino, 

2017; Howell & Saye, 2017), and extended support and lesson development (Callahan, 2017; 

Howell & Saye, 2017; Knapp & Hopkins, 2018; Saye, & Brush, 2014, 2016).  

     Experience and research tell us that no single approach to professional development will 

result in large-scale reform. Because IBL represents a significant shift in practice for many 

teachers, professional development and learning should provide teachers with experiences that 

target their specific needs and build on their capacities in context. Just as teachers must build on 

students’ prior knowledge to engage them in inquiry-based learning, teacher educators must 

build on what teachers know about inquiry to develop their capacities (Krizan, 2019); what we 

know must be grounded in the realities of teaching (Saye, 2017). Therefore, it now makes sense 
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to approach inquiry using an asset perspective to examine teachers’ practices so that we can 

build on their capacities.  

       Although NCSS-sponsored journals like Social Education and Middle Level Learner 

have published many C3-aligned inquiries, we know relatively little about the actual 

implementation of inquiry. Research tells us little about what teachers, particularly teachers in 

middle schools, know and can do regarding inquiry in social studies. Moreover, existing studies 

on inquiry within middle school (6th-8th) social studies reflect a reliance on researchers in 

planning and implementing specific curricula and supports. As such, the barriers to inquiry-based 

learning are mitigated mainly by researchers.   

     We need classroom-based research that investigates exemplary practices to address 

contextual barriers to the use of inquiry. Rich case studies that reveal how efforts to implement 

inquiry succeed and fail can inform our efforts to develop teachers’ capacities (Saye, 2017). Such 

practice-based knowledge has relevance beyond the initial research context (Lester, 2011) to 

inform professional learning and the development of resources for IBL in social studies. For 

example, researchers are incorporating practice-based knowledge in the development of design 

models to assist in the planning of social studies inquiries (Grant et al., 2017b), tools to support 

disciplinary literacy (Monte-Sano et al., 2014), and project-based social studies curriculum 

(Parker et al., 2013). To this end, growing our understanding of inquiry in middle school 

contexts makes sense. Therefore, this study aimed to contribute to understanding the practices 

teachers use to address contextual barriers to implement inquiry in middle school social studies.  
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Conceptual Framework 

      A conceptual framework conveys why a topic matters and why the means used to study it 

are appropriate (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017). The graphic representation shown below in Figure 3  

illustrates how elements of the study are connected, especially the purpose and the methodology.  
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Topical Research 

Defining elements of                  Efficacy of IBL: General and     

IBL (Grant et al., 2017).                 Social studies (Sweller et al., 2007) 

             Inquiry-based learning (IBL) in 

             the social studies: historical,  

             practice, potential (Saye,2017) 

Barriers to using IBL                               Professional Development  

in social studies (Saye, 2017).                            Learning for IBL (Cuenca, 2014) 

Figure 3  

Conceptual Framework Graphic Representation  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal Interests and Goals 

1. As a teacher and teacher educator, I have designed and implemented; I  witnessed the benefits and challenges for students and teachers. 

2. I am interested in how teachers put theory into practice, particularly inquiry-based learning. 

3. I hope that my research yields transferrable practices and adds to what we know about IBL in middle school social studies to inform 
professional development and learning. 

 

 

 

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

 Barriers                       Teacher Practices 

       

 

 

 

 

 

Positionality and Identity 

1.  As a constructivist researcher, I want to understand how teachers make sense of their experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

2. I value the multiple realities that teachers experience as they interact with students in a social context. 

3. I believe teachers’ constructed realities affect their conception of inquiry, pedagogical choices, the decision to use inquiry-based 

learning, and how they approach problems of theory to practice. 

 

Problem Statement 

     Inquiry-based learning is not a defining element of the K-12 social studies classroom, and teachers face significant barriers to the use of inquiry-based 

learning (e.g., Martell, 2020; Saye, 2017).  Despite over a century of advocacy by scholars and professional organizations (NCSS, 2013), the 

development of curricular resources to promote inquiry-based learning (IBL) in K-12 social studies, efficacy studies (e.g., Parker et al., 2013), and 

teachers’ desires to use inquiry to increase students’ motivation and engagement (Knapp & Hopkins, 2018; Parker et al., 2013; Thacker et al., 2017b), 

IBL is still the exception. 

Research Questions 

Primary: How do teachers address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based learning in the middle school (6th-8th) social studies 

classroom?   

Secondary: How can teachers’ practices to address contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning inform professional development and 

learning? 

 

Navigating the Context: 

Implementing Inquiry in 

the Middles Grades Social 

Studies Classroom 

Teacher Beliefs 
(Nespor, 1987) 

Scaffolding: 

Reduction in 

cognitive load 

(Vygotsky, 1975) 

 

Inquiry 

Constructivism 

(Dewey, 1938) 
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The theoretical frameworks and their relevance to examining teachers’ practices are 

explained. Constructivism served as a lens to consider teachers’ interactions in their contexts. 

Teacher beliefs were considered because they arise from such interactions and affect pedagogical 

decisions and the use of inquiry. Finally, research indicates the significance of scaffolding to IBL 

(e.g., Alfieri et al., 2011); thus, teacher practices are examined using scaffolding as a construct, 

and relevant research is included to exemplify scaffolding practices.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

Constructivism 

This study employed a constructivist framework guided by the ideas of philosopher John 

Dewey as justification for the use of inquiry and as a lens to explore and means to explain 

teacher beliefs and practices related to inquiry-based learning in social studies. Dewey (1938) 

believed that the social context of the classroom should be a place where learners engage in 

problem-solving that connects them to the larger society. This study is guided by my belief in the 

central role of inquiry that engages students in the problem-solving described by Dewey.  

     Dewey’s (1938) application of constructivist theory to the educational setting suggests 

that knowledge and ideas emerge from situations where learners draw out meaningful and 

important experiences. Applied to teachers, constructivist theory suggests that teachers learn as 

they interact in their context, and such experiences shape their beliefs and attitudes about 

teaching and learning. Jan Nespor’s (1987) seminal work set up beliefs as a theoretical construct 

and indicates that belief structures are significant to teachers’ practice. As teachers gain 

experience in the classroom, their beliefs grow richer and more coherent into a personal 

pedagogy and belief system (Kagan, 1992). More than academic knowledge, teachers’ core 
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beliefs guide classroom practice (Nespor, 1987). Therefore, Wallace and Kang (2004) suggest 

that applying the construct of teacher beliefs to research on inquiry is helpful. 

     Based on the significance of scaffolding to the use of IBL indicated in the literature, I 

also drew on the theoretical construct of scaffolding to explain teacher practices related to 

inquiry-based learning. Scaffolding as a theory of cognitive development means engaging 

students in their zone of proximal development, using various instructional techniques to 

progressively move students toward a stronger understanding and more learning independence 

(Vygotsky, 1978.) Scaffolding is a necessary element of IBL and is a direct response to the 

teaching context; from a constructivist view, the scaffolding process is a continual learning 

experience for the teacher. Scaffolding differentiates the process of IBL in various contexts, and 

teachers’ abilities to scaffold tasks directly impact how students experience IBL. Framing 

teacher practices using the construct of scaffolding facilitates the explanation of potentially 

transferable practices.  

Teacher Beliefs 

This study focused on teachers’ beliefs relating to their context and inquiry-based 

learning. Nespor (1987) indicates that if research is intended to direct or improve teachers’ 

practices, it makes sense to consider the reasons teachers have for acting as they do and the 

beliefs that make them amenable to changes in practice. According to Nespor (1987), beliefs 

comprise episodic knowledge, affective elements, and existential presumptions and are a means 

of defining goals and tasks. The literature establishes that teacher beliefs can serve as a 

significant barrier to the use of inquiry. Even when teachers hold constructivist views and 

believe in the central role of inquiry in the social studies classroom, beliefs about contextual 

barriers to using IBL can serve as deterrents (Voet & Wever, 2016).  
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Teachers’ beliefs about contextual barriers emerge from their experiences and inform 

their practice. I believe what teachers do in the classrooms reflects their beliefs; however, beliefs 

are dynamic and subject to change. Thus, new experiences and actions rooted in context can 

change a teacher’s practical knowledge in ways that can inform professional learning (van Driel 

et al., 2001). 

      This study did not aim to explain teacher beliefs about contextual barriers to IBL. 

However, considering the research regarding the significance of such beliefs, it makes sense to 

situate our understanding of teachers’ practices in relation to their beliefs so that what we learn 

can be used to inform professional learning like efforts that target barriers such as resources, 

content knowledge, and inquiry design. For example, if a teacher believes that time is a barrier to 

using IBL in their context, it makes sense that they might benefit from practices that other 

teachers use to address time constraints.  

Teacher Practices: Scaffolding 

Finally, this study used existing research on scaffolding practices that address known 

barriers to inquiry-based learning to frame the research findings. Scaffolding is a means to 

support students in the inquiry process and is significant to IBL based on the positive effects on 

learning outcomes (Alfieri et al., 2011). Scaffolding methods make disciplinary thinking and 

strategies explicit and reduce cognitive load (e.g., Quintana, 2004). Saye and Brush (2006) 

explain that there are multiple methods of scaffolding to support students in IBL and that teacher 

characteristics affect how and what scaffolds they employ. Researchers also indicate nuances in 

teachers’ scaffolding practices based on their knowledge of students and the discipline (Monte-

Sano et al., 2014). Exemplary scaffolding practices are detailed below and were used to situate 

the findings. 
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       Intentional scaffolding is most often evident through hard scaffolding that supports 

students’ reading, writing, and analysis. Teachers often plan such support before instruction 

begins. For example, a cognitive apprenticeship (Quintana et al., 2004), a form of highly 

structured scaffolding (Brown et al., 1989), has shown positive outcomes with diverse learners 

(De La Paz & Graham, 2002). Structured Academic Controversy (Johnson & Johnson, 1988), 

IREAD, and H2W (How to Write Your Essay) (Reisman, 2012) are examples of cognitive 

apprenticeship frameworks. 

       Often the need for scaffolding is recognized during instruction. For example, Parker et al. 

(2013) explained that in year one of their PBL curriculum intervention, students were 

uncomfortable with the “engagement first” approach to projects and questioned PBL as an 

efficient method for test preparation. In response, researchers adjusted the course design in year 

two to include advanced conceptual organizers and orienting students regarding the projects and 

their connection to each other and the overarching course question. Orienting is a form of 

metacognitive support that helps students to regulate their learning. In year two, researchers 

observed that students with lower literacy skills struggled, and thus, they added explicit reading 

and writing scaffolds. Researchers continued this design-based research in three poverty-

impacted urban school districts and contend that engaging teacher collaborators in developing 

scaffolds is critical to students’ success and teachers’ role as adaptors and not adopters of the 

inquiry curriculum.  

      Reisman (2012) demonstrated the use of scaffolds by implementing the Reading Like a 

Historian curriculum. The scaffolds supported students and addressed common barriers to the 

use of inquiry; teachers’ lack of experience, appropriate resources, scaffolds to outline the 

historical inquiry process, and the accommodation of the chronological historical narrative. The 
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researcher indicated that teachers with prior experience used scaffolding materials flexibly and 

made more adaptations such as small and large group work, discussion, Think Alouds, and 

sustained investigation over varying periods. The researcher noted that even teachers with low 

fidelity scores were able to impact student outcomes using the scaffolded curriculum. Reisman 

(2012) recommended that further research examine how best to support teachers in implementing 

historical inquiry. Teachers’ responses to the materials in the RLH curriculum indicated that they 

wanted materials adapted to reading levels and scaffolds to reduce the cognitive load for both 

students and teachers. Dewey (1938) highlights the importance of educators’ ability to select 

appropriate sources, and Reisman’s results indicate that teachers need assistance in this area. 

     Saye and Brush (2006) compared teachers’ strategies for supporting student inquiry in a  

problem-based multimedia-enhanced history unit. The study applied insight from cognitive 

science, expert thinking, and the design of technology-supported learning environments to 

investigate potential strategies to lessen some obstacles to inquiry. Researchers sought to gain 

further insight into curriculum development for Decision Point, an integrated hypermedia 

environment with a multimedia database on the Civil Rights Movement with scaffolding tools 

for weighing evidence and presenting conclusions. The DP design addresses known obstacles to 

teachers’ use of PBL. 

      They compared how teachers experienced with problem-based learning (PBL) used the 

resources in Decision Point. The results indicated that the experienced teachers differed in 

conceptualizing and supporting disciplined reasoning. The experienced teachers provided more 

contextual information and explained the relevance of tasks. The experienced teachers also 

provided more challenge through questioning, sustained and substantive dialogue about claims 

and evidence, and meaningful feedback. The teacher participants used modeling (Think Aloud) 
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and probing to support students’ reasoning. They differed in the degree to which they provided 

information and support to students and varied in their use of public and private scaffolding 

based on their knowledge of students. Hard scaffolds were used informally by experienced 

teachers as a method to probe students’ thinking and reduce their cognitive load during class. 

The researchers indicate that the results further what we know about the complexity of teacher 

decision-making and the implementation of inquiry. 

      Monte-Sano et al. (2014) demonstrated scaffolding through their research on disciplinary 

literacy, a foundation of IBL. In recent years, disciplinary literacy has become central to helping 

students understand and develop disciplinary knowledge. This emphasis on disciplinary literacy 

means that teachers who are not accustomed to teaching literacy are now tasked with integrating 

reading, writing, and content for literacy development.  

       Considering this, researchers sought to understand effective teachers’ strategies to teach 

disciplinary literacy. Researchers examined two expert eighth-grade US history teachers’ efforts 

to implement a curriculum that targets a single student-learning goal: the disciplinary use of 

evidence in writing a historical argument. In particular, the curriculum employs two main 

literacy scaffolds, IREAD and H2W (how to write your essay). Most students were reading 

below grade level and had little or no experience working with primary sources or considering 

history through an interpretive lens.   

      Researchers noted that teachers employed a cognitive apprenticeship and varied their use 

of modeling, guiding, and student independence. Teachers varied direct instruction, large and 

small group interactions, and tailored the cognitive apprenticeship to the needs of their students. 

Their use of the IREAD and H2W scaffolds varied; teachers used prompts to encourage students 

to justify their arguments and debriefed during different phases. Teachers prompted students 
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thinking by providing feedback on an individual and group level and varied the amount of 

background knowledge they provided and the delivery format. Teachers’ modifications were in 

the moment, and researchers attributed the success to teachers’ understanding of students, 

teaching, and history. These findings indicate the importance of the educators’ knowledge of 

students detailed by Dewey (1938). The researchers explain that there is still much to learn about 

the kinds of scaffolds that will help a broad range of teachers to support disciplinary literacy.   

      Considering the breadth of scaffolding strategies and their significance to IBL outcomes 

and implementation, it makes sense to explain teacher practices using the construct of 

scaffolding. Therefore, I explain hard and soft scaffolding techniques revealed through 

interviews and document analysis. In addition, I paid particular attention to the relationships 

between scaffolding practices and teachers’ beliefs.   

Review of Relevant Terms 

       The terminology reflects the literature reviewed and the methodology selected for the 

study. The terms listed are significant to the study and the theoretical framework. Inquiry-

based learning is defined broadly and includes key inquiry elements across disciplines (Grant 

et al., 2017a).  Specific variations of IBL are described for clarity and include the key 

elements of inquiry that guide the study. Inquiry-based learning, IBL, and inquiry are used 

interchangeably throughout the study. The terms “professional development” and 

“professional learning” are used in conjunction to allow for broad consideration of the 

research findings.  

Collaboration: teachers working together to lead, instruct and mentor students to improve 

student learning and achievement (Carrol et al., 2021) 
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Constructivism: knowledge and ideas emerge from situations where learners draw out 

experiences that have meaning to them (Dewey, 1938). 

Democracy: “primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience that is 

not limited to formal government institutions.” (Dewey, 1916/1944, p. 87). 

Discovery Learning (minimally guided instruction): learners must discover or construct 

essential information themselves (Kirschner et al., 2006).   

Disciplinary Literacy: the ways of thinking, reading, and writing embedded in the production, 

consumption, and communication of knowledge in a discipline (e.g., Conley, 2012; Moje, 2008). 

Disciplinary literacy involves questioning and weighing evidence found in primary sources, 

constructing interpretations of the past based on analysis of evidence, and conveying 

interpretations in writing (Monte-Sano, 2008, 2011; Wineburg, 2001). 

Enacted Curriculum: the actual curricular content that students engage in the classroom 

(Smithson & Porter, 1994). 

Facilitation Skills: facilitating students’ work by creating an environment where students can 

engage with ideas and the responsibility of learning shifts from teacher to student (Grant et al., 

2017a). 

Guided Discovery Learning: providing information that fully explains concepts and procedures 

that students are required to learn (Kirschner et al., 2006).   

Historical Inquiry: “a series of investigative or heuristic tools that help us construct viable 

interpretations of the past” (VanSledright, 2002a, p. 6). 

Inquiry Arc: interlocking and mutually reinforcing elements that speak to the intersection of 

ideas and learners. The Four Dimensions: center on using questions to spark curiosity, guide 

instruction, deepen investigations, acquire rigorous content, and apply knowledge and ideas in 

real-world settings to become active and engaged citizens in the 21st century. Dimension 1: 
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Developing Questions and Planning Inquiries, Dimension 2: Applying Disciplinary Tools and 

Concepts, Dimension 3: Evaluating Sources and Using Evidence, Dimension 4: Communicating 

Conclusions and Taking Informed Action. (NCSS, 2013). 

Inquiry-Based Learning: is a process of exploring questions through the use of sources to 

establish evidence-based arguments (Grant et al., 2017a). 

Instructional Planning: a purposeful activity that precedes the delivery of instruction, the nature 

and quality which are heavily dependent on the teacher’s previous experience and knowledge 

acquired from teaching (John 2006). Teacher decision-making in instructional planning is a two-

fold process that consists of short- (e.g., planning for a lesson) and long-term planning (e.g., 

planning for teaching a series of lessons or a course). 

Intended Curriculum: such policy tools as curriculum standards, frameworks, or guidelines that 

outline the curriculum teachers are expected to deliver (Smithson & Porter, 1994). 

Interview: a social interaction based on a conversation where knowledge is constructed between 

the interviewer and the interviewee. The interviewer attempts to understand the participant’s 

point of view and lived experience (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015). 

Long-term Plan:  a plan that covers the topics taught over a school year. 

LTPs are usually written by subject or learning outcome, ensuring that National Curriculum 

objectives are covered. 

Knowledge of Students: knowledge of students’ cognitive, social, physical, and emotional 

development. Teachers combine knowledge of general development with the knowledge of 

individual students to design and provide appropriate instruction. They also choose the most 

effective classroom procedures to stretch and challenge students at all levels of ability 

(NBCT, 2022). 
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Middle Grades Education: Middle schools serve pre-adolescent and young adolescent 

students between grades 5 and 9, with most in the grades 6-8 range (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2008). Therefore, middle grades education at State universities, where the study 

was conducted, prepares students for learners in the middle grades (grades 4 through 8) in the 

State. 

Middle School: The middle school program shall be contained in a school staffed by a full-

time principal, which houses grades six, seven, or eight, or any combination thereof (State 

Department of Education, 2011).  

Open Coding: coding data for its major categories (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Professional Development: formal and informal professional learning experiences. Formal 

professional learning is characterized by structured and often mandated learning experiences, 

informal professional learning is generally voluntary, and the curriculum and setting are often 

informal and flexible (Richter et al., 2011).  

Professional Learning: takes place in the school context. Teachers learn as they work together 

to solve common problems and address students’ needs (Easton, 2008). 

Scaffolding: is a theory of cognitive development that engages students in their zone of proximal 

development using various instructional techniques to progressively move students toward 

stronger understanding and more learning independence (Vygotsky, 1978). 

State: When the term “State” is capitalized and italicized, it replaces the name of the state where 

the study was conducted for ethical considerations. 

Social Studies State Standards of Excellence (SSE): state social studies standards. The name of 

the state has been replaced with “State” and abbreviated (SSE). 
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The State Milestones assessment for the SSE: end-of-year test in social studies. The name of the 

state is replaced with “State.” 

Teacher Beliefs: are made up of episodic knowledge, affective elements, and existential 

presumptions and are a means of defining goals and tasks (Nespor, 1987). 

Teacher Practices: How teachers understand and implement instruction (Fitzgerald et al. (2018). 

The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State Standards: 

“was developed to serve two audiences: for states to upgrade their state social studies 

standards and for practitioners — local school districts, schools, teachers and curriculum 

writers — to strengthen their social studies programs. Its objectives are t:  a) enhance the rigor 

of the social studies disciplines; b) build critical-thinking, problem-solving, and participatory 

skills to become engaged citizens; and c) align academic programs to the Common Core State 

Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy in History/Social Studies” (NCSS, 2013). 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

      This study aimed to identify and describe teachers’ exemplary practices to address 

contextual barriers to implement IBL in the middle school (6th -8th) social studies classroom to 

inform professional development and learning. Therefore, this literature review explores current 

scholarship on implementing inquiry-based learning in K-12 social studies and the role of 

professional development (PD).  

Method of Inquiry 

      To situate my research within the current scholarship on inquiry in social studies, I drew 

from scholarship in social studies and education from 2013 to 2022 to describe the 

implementation of inquiry in social studies since the development of the C3 Framework. In this 

literature review, inquiry-based learning (IBL) is defined as a learner-centered approach to 

exploring questions using sources to construct evidence-based arguments (Grant et al., 2017a). 

This concept is central to the C3 Framework’s Inquiry Arc, intended to promote and clarify 

inquiry in social studies (NCSS, 2013). The primary elements of IBL are questions, tasks, and 

sources, which characterize the main elements of inquiry in the scholarly literature (Grant et al., 

2017a).   

Locating the Literature 

      In social studies, inquiry-based learning (IBL), as defined in this study, surfaces under 

names such as problem-based learning (Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007), project-based learning 

(Parker et al., 2013), ambitious teaching (Grant, 2003; Grant & Gradwell, 2010), historical 

inquiry (Reisman, 2012), and Action Civics (Gingold, 2013). Therefore, I searched the ERIC 

database using the keywords “inquiry and social studies education,” “disciplined inquiry and 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            62 
 

 

social studies education,” “historical inquiry,” “inquiry and teacher practices,” “C3 

Framework,” “inquiry and implementation,” “problem-based historical inquiry,” “social studies 

inquiry,” “Action Civics,” “Authentic Intellectual Work,” and “problem-based learning and 

social studies.” I reviewed abstracts in Theory and Research in Social Education, The Journal of 

Social Studies Research, The Journal of Social Studies Education Research, The Ohio Social 

Studies Review, The Social Studies, and Social Education from 2013 through 2022, and 

conducted a bibliographic search of “Disciplined Inquiry in Social Studies Classrooms” in The 

Wiley Handbook of Social Studies Research (2017).  

      Theory and Research in Social Education (TRSE) was used as it is the field’s flagship 

journal, “designed to stimulate and communicate systematic research and thinking in social 

education. Its purpose is to foster the creation and exchange of ideas and research findings to 

expand knowledge and understanding of the purposes, conditions, and effects of schooling and 

education about society and social relations” (NCSS, 2023). Social Education was selected 

because it “contains a balance of theoretical content and practical teaching ideas.” (NCSS, 2023) 

For example, Social Education includes information on instructional technology, reviews of 

educational media, research on significant social studies-related topics, and lesson plans. NCSS 

publishes both journals and supports publications related to using the C3 Framework and inquiry. 

Results 

Inquiry in Social Studies Since the C3 Framework 

      Research suggests that despite barriers, there are teachers implementing inquiry in social 

studies suggesting the potential to overcome such obstacles (Muetterties, 2018). Therefore, it 

makes sense that research regarding IBL in social studies is growing and reflects attempts to 
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address barriers related to the teacher, learner, and context. Recent scholarship on inquiry in 

social studies focuses on potential applications of IBL, resources, disciplinary literacy strategies, 

and implementation in elementary, middle, and high school settings. Collectively, the 

scholarship reflects a continued focus on history and civics and the marginalization of geography 

and economics, as indicated by Dinkelman and Cuenca (2017) in their review of qualitative 

inquiry in social studies.  

    Most scholarship regarding inquiry for practitioners in Social Education is prescriptive 

regarding topics and resources, which addresses the lack of resources cited by educators as a 

barrier to inquiry. However, most of these inquiries and resources are written by experts in the 

field and offer little guidance regarding implementation strategies in varied settings (e.g., Adams, 

2021; An, 2022; Berson & Berson, 2016; Cuenca & Nichols, 2014; Grant et al., 2015; 

Harshman, 2016; Hicks et al., 2014; Libresco, 2016; Manfra & Brown, 2015; O’Brian et al., 

2016; Swan et al., 2018). While this format is intentional, “experience suggests that teachers 

teach best the material they mold around their particular students’ needs and contexts in which 

they teach” (Swan et al., 2015, p.322). In addition, these resources are conceptually complex and 

geared toward the educator with pedagogical content knowledge to support implementation.   

     Several studies regarding the implementation of inquiry in social studies highlight the 

collaborative work of scholars and classroom teachers. However, examining this research can 

leave readers wondering, “How did they do it?” For example, Whitlock (2015) explains that 

students engaged with local social service organizations as part of an inquiry-based unit but does 

not detail the process of engaging community partners or explain how obstacles were overcome, 

such as scheduling or resistance to participation.  
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      Alternatively, such research can leave readers wondering, “How can I do this?” For 

example, a team of literacy researchers explains the design and implementation of a culturally 

relevant historical inquiry with middle school students in an urban setting (Kucan et al., 2018). 

While the research is a valuable demonstration of the use of local history to create relevance and 

literacy tools to support inquiry, the focus is on the researcher’s design of the inquiry, and the 

implementation is detailed as an orderly progression. The researchers briefly mention one 

teacher’s role in scaffolding implementation, “Mr. Cuprik decided to explicitly elicit crosstalk by 

asking students what they thought about each other’s ideas.” (Kucan et al., 2018, p.22). 

Therefore, we learn that with expert support, a repository of online resources, and an optimal 

context, inquiry can be successful in a middle school setting. However, the research does not 

further our understanding of how classroom teachers design or implement inquiry in social 

studies. 

      In general, there is little qualitative research regarding classroom teachers’ practices for 

implementing IBL or the C3 Inquiry Arc. However, recent scholarship reveals the significance of 

context regarding the implementation of inquiry. Therefore, I provide a distinct overview of the 

research in elementary, middle, and high school settings. Furthermore, I focus specifically on 

studies regarding classroom teachers’ practices related to implementing inquiry based on the 

assumption that their practical knowledge is significant to furthering a more widespread 

application of IBL in social studies. 

The Elementary Social Studies Classroom and Inquiry 

      The elementary context presents unique challenges for teachers that want to use inquiry 

in social studies. Research suggests that on average elementary school teachers spend less than 

30 minutes a day on social studies (Brophy et al., 2009; Fitchett & Heafner, 2010), and novice 
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teachers lack pedagogical knowledge and experience in social studies (Hawkman et al., 2015) 

which serve as barriers to the use of inquiry. However, some teachers, regardless of restrictive 

accountability pressures in math and English Language Arts (ELA), still provide opportunities 

for students to engage in meaningful social studies inquiry. The literature details the 

implementation of relevant, content-related, and engaging inquiries by teachers whose 

motivation and disciplinary backgrounds support IBL. Teachers’ implementation practices 

indicate the significance of an interdisciplinary approach to inquiry, scaffolding, and a supportive 

context. 

      The account of one such teacher, Ms. Williams, is detailed in the findings of a 

phenomenological study (Thacker et al., 2017a) and a single-case study (Thacker et al., 2018) in 

a large urban setting. In detailing Ms. William’s first experience with inquiry in her fifth-grade 

classroom, researchers note that she struggled to design inquiries, select resources, and develop 

her content knowledge. However, her implementation revealed her ability to scaffold instruction 

using both hard (e.g., graphic organizers & primary source analysis tools) and soft (e.g., 

questioning techniques & adjustments to planned inquiry) scaffolds. The time constraints of the 

elementary classroom were the most significant implementation challenge. 

      In a follow-up single-case study, researchers explored how Ms. William’s professional 

content knowledge influenced her experiences and instructional decision-making using the C3 

Framework with advanced content readers. The findings revealed the significance of a 

supportive context; the school and district provided active and consistent support for professional 

learning opportunities for inquiry in social studies. In addition, the teacher’s disciplinary 

background in sociology and subsequent training through a Master of Arts in Teaching provided 

significant benefits through pedagogical content knowledge. Ms. Williams was enthusiastic, and 
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her self-efficacy was high at this point. She understood how to use social studies content as a 

starting point to drive inquiry; she demonstrated knowledge of the content, curriculum, students, 

and learning context.  

     Ms. Williams crafted the compelling question, “What is the real cost of chocolate?” to 

guide an inquiry into the concept of economic choices based on her students’ interests and real-

world relevance. She designed the inquiry considering her students’ prior knowledge that she 

assumed from reviewing the K-4 economic standards. For example, she thought that the students 

would have some understanding of consumers and producers, so she developed the supporting 

question, “What role do major manufacturers and consumers play in the chocolate industry?” 

The teacher leveraged inquiry to mitigate time constraints by using her instructional reading time 

for the inquiry and taught informational text (ELA) standards using the inquiry sources. She 

initially scaffolded reading instruction based on reading levels by selecting varied sources 

(reading & visual), and literacy supports such as graphic organizers specific to the source or ones 

the students were familiar with from reading class.  

    Throughout this implementation, Ms. Williams demonstrated her ability to provide 

scaffolding. She staged the inquiry through an introductory exercise and then worked on the first 

supporting question as a stand-alone part of the class, allowing students to work in groups. When 

she realized the students’ background knowledge of consumers was inadequate, she scaffolded 

instruction through a mini lecture. She also used literacy stations to differentiate and group 

students. Researchers indicated that the teacher successfully navigated some challenges of 

implementing inquiry through her disciplinary background, planning, and ability to scaffold 

instruction. Although it is ideal for students to generate inquiry questions, the teacher took a 
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pragmatic approach incorporating ELA and social studies standards to engage in teacher-

designed inquiry. 

      Vaugh and Obenchain (2015) further illustrated the significance of teacher motivation, 

disciplinary background, and scaffolding to implementing inquiry through a narrative of one 

teacher’s (Vaugh) implementation of a social action inquiry project with fourth graders. Vaugh 

earned a Master of Arts in Literacy and was personally committed to teaching for social justice 

in citizenship education. In developing and implementing the Anti-Bullying Campaign (social 

action project), the teacher drew on her disciplinary background to support students.  

      The teacher identified Common Core State Standards for ELA and state social studies 

standards aligned with the C3 Framework to plan and secure her principal’s approval for the 

inquiry that required deviation from the mandated literacy program. Vaugh spent considerable 

time notifying colleagues and staff about the potential schoolwide impact prior to 

implementation. Before the inquiry, she focused on thematic social studies instruction regarding 

concepts such as social injustice, activism, and leadership to provide students with the necessary 

background knowledge to engage in the inquiry.  

      Vaugh initiated the student-generated inquiry by asking students, “Can you think of an 

oppressive, ‘not fair,’ situation you have experienced that has affected your life?” and then, 

“Think of something that bothered you, or your peers, deeply enough that you feel it absolutely 

needs to be fixed” (Vaugh & Obenchain, 2015, p.15). Students worked through the prompt using 

“think, pair, share,” a cooperative learning strategy. The students decided that bullying was a 

significant social issue that affected their daily lives and must be addressed. Throughout the 

inquiry, Vaugh demonstrated her ability to scaffold the learning tasks in real-time. She began by 
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prompting students to narrow the topic and answer, “What knowledge would we need to fix 

bullying at our school?”   

      Vaugh used students’ responses to develop a grid to guide their research and assisted 

students in referring to the chart to monitor their progress and understanding. She encouraged 

them to think about varied sources of information; when students decided to use a survey, Vaugh 

helped them structure the survey and consider how to administer it to a range of readers. She set 

up group structures to facilitate students’ comparison of their research findings and to assess 

their research needs throughout the process. Vaugh’s instructional process created a multistage 

inquiry rather than a linear investigation; she continued this iterative process while planning the 

action phase. Students continuously checked their plans against their research and revised them.  

When it came time for action, Vaugh helped to facilitate and prepare students to gain buy-in 

from the school stakeholders.   

      The researchers explained Vaugh’s successes and struggles; her students’ action plan was 

only one step to impact bullying, which disappointed some students. In addition, to Vaugh’s 

dismay, her students did not achieve their literacy goals on the end-of-course exam. However, 

Vaugh used this data to adjust instruction for the following year. She believed the inquiry unit 

evidenced important learning that was not assessed but that was a valuable learning experience. 

       In contrast to traditional elementary contexts, Coopersmith and Song (2017) wanted to 

know how teachers used primary sources and documents to inspire student-generated questions 

in a language immersion International Baccalaureate Primary Years Program in an urban setting. 

In this context, an interdisciplinary approach is central to the curriculum, and teachers are trained 

and expected to use IBL. However, teachers in this setting also faced the challenges of 

developing and implementing inquiry. The researchers found that after teachers were trained on 
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using primary sources through a museum and archive visit, they could create a unit on the French 

and Spanish Colonial Fur Trade Era; however, not without struggle.   

      The teachers used museum kits with artifacts and primary sources to initiate student 

questioning. Then, they collaboratively narrowed the focus of instruction based on assessing 

students’ questions. Next, the teachers planned interdisciplinary activities to engage students in 

ways that answered their questions. Teachers also identified literary sources in the study 

language and scaffolded for differing reading levels. The teachers credited repetitive cycles of 

inquiry for increased student engagement throughout the year. Researchers indicated that 

successful implementation was partly due to teachers’ interdisciplinary knowledge and 

scaffolding strategies. However, teachers reported feeling uneasy at times learning alongside 

students. 

      These studies suggest that teachers can address time constraints unique to the elementary 

setting through interdisciplinary inquiries focused on literacy standards. Teachers’ accounts in 

practitioner journals also reinforce the benefits of interdisciplinary approaches. For example, 

after attending the C3 Literacy Collaborative, Marston explained that interdisciplinary learning 

that supports literacy development is critical to maximizing instructional time to allow for social 

studies inquiry in her fourth-grade classroom. In addition, researchers Whitlock and Brugar 

(2017) observed the need for elementary teachers to connect literacy and social studies curricula 

to facilitate social studies inquiry. They suggest teachers should be creative with instructional 

time, even in unconventional spaces like snack time. Finally, Knapp and Hopkins (2018) detailed 

a schoolwide effort to implement inquiry highlighting similar practices to address contextual 

barriers. For example, due to the time required for the social studies inquiry, teachers decided to 

explicitly assess more interdisciplinary standards in the unit by incorporating the Common Core 
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Standards, which alleviated concerns regarding content coverage and preparation for high-stakes 

testing.  

      Most importantly, the literature illustrates the significance of scaffolding to meet 

students’ differing learning needs; in each case, the teachers demonstrated the ability to scaffold 

instruction during planning and implementation. Marston reinforced the significance of 

scaffolding and explained that she begins the school year with an inquiry, “What is Social 

Studies?” (Marston & Handler, 2016). She illustrated how to teach the inquiry process and the 

central concepts of the social studies disciplines through an inquiry that supports student learning 

in subsequent inquiries.  

The Middle School (6th -8th) Social Studies Classroom and Inquiry 

      Based on the lack of current research regarding the implementation of inquiry by middle 

school social studies teachers, I drew from scholarship focused on elements of inquiry 

instruction, expert-led curriculum interventions, and practitioner accounts of planning and 

implementing inquiry in Social Education to highlight aspects of inquiry implementation. The 

literature indicates the significance of cooperative planning, resources, and scaffolding to 

inquiry, and practitioner accounts offer practical strategies that target questioning, informed 

action, and course design.  

      How do teachers plan inquiries that meet the needs of middle school students? Manfra, a 

leading social studies researcher, and Greiner, a doctoral student in social studies education, used 

a hybrid model of action research and qualitative case study to investigate teachers’ pedagogical 

decision-making related to the planning of curriculum using the C3 Framework in a seventh-

grade world history classroom (Manfra & Greiner, 2016). The research was framed using 
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technology to support disciplined inquiry, and researchers suggested that teachers use a cycle of 

giving, prompting, and making to integrate technology. Giving refers to rapid content coverage 

using technology to support direct instruction. Prompting uses web-based resources for 

investigation using prompts such as: “What do you see?” Finally, in the making phase, students 

use technology resources to demonstrate their understanding.   

      Using this framework, the researchers worked with a professional learning team to 

develop an inquiry curriculum. The researchers indicated that teachers struggled to form 

compelling questions and found that an iterative and collaborative approach yielded the best 

results in examining questions regarding relevance, content, and student interest. Teachers 

incorporated existing resources and scaffolded reading by using excerpts from primary sources to 

address the compelling question using content in the standards. To facilitate the students’ 

abilities to organize well-supported arguments and provide timely assessment feedback, the 

teachers developed tables for supporting questions in Google Drive. This practice addressed time 

constraints, much like the interdisciplinary strategy in the elementary setting, and the research 

illustrates the benefits of collaborative planning to inquiry.  

      Planning inquiry is challenging, but arguably the most difficult component of inquiry, as 

outlined in the C3 Framework, is disciplinary literacy. Teachers struggle to teach disciplinary 

literacy, and students struggle to use evidence from sources to construct arguments (Monte- Sano 

et al., 2014). Monte-Sano et al. (2014) trained teachers in rural, suburban, and urban settings to 

use scaffolds to support historical writing. Then they examined two expert eighth-grade U.S. 

history teachers’ efforts to implement a curriculum that targets the disciplinary use of evidence in 

writing a historical argument. Finally, they detailed the kinds of adaptations and judgments that 

teachers made to illustrate effective implementation.  
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     Two ‘disciplinary literacy tools,’ IREAD and H2W (How to Write Your Essay), 

represented key aspects of the curriculum intervention. Researchers indicated that the teachers’ 

most significant contributions were the adaptations and extension of the tools rather than the 

literal application. For example, a Think-Aloud strategy was planned to facilitate a cognitive 

apprenticeship model. Still, the teachers varied significantly in their approach and frequency of 

use based on their student populations. For example, Mr. Addison supported struggling readers 

by explicitly summarizing ways of reading and annotating on the board. As the teachers became 

familiar with the IREAD tool, they prompted students to make inferences based on their 

annotations. Ms. Janney used small group instruction with her advanced readers, and Mr. 

Addison used whole-class instruction to maintain students’ focus, and both teachers varied their 

transitions to independent work.   

      Ms. Janney found ways to make disciplinary thinking more accessible through prompting 

and questioning practices; she encouraged students to clarify and justify their annotations and 

used debriefing to help students reason about the author’s perspective. Mr. Addison engaged in 

contextualization and helped students interpret the author’s meaning through background 

information and relevant analogies.   

      Both teachers identified the need for more background knowledge in several 

investigations and used supplemental videos and mini lectures. Ms. Janney chose to use model 

essays to link writing to prior activities. Each teacher differentiated by using vocabulary 

previews to develop academic language, translated primary sources for English learners, and 

scaled assignments. Collectively, the teachers’ modifications resulted from listening to their 

students’ thinking during guided and independent work and through questioning. The nuances of 

their scaffolding strategies illustrate the complex nature of teaching disciplinary literacy.  
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       Beyond the classroom, university summer institutes provide notable efforts to engage 

adolescents in civic inquiry. For example, iEngage Summer Civics Institute employs Action 

Civics, an applied civic education process (Blevins et al., 2016; Quinn & Bauml, 2018). Inquiry 

is central to these programs; students are encouraged to identify community problems, research, 

and act. Research on implementing these programs offers insight into the strategies necessary to 

implement inquiry because camp counselors are pre-service or in-service teachers. However, 

because the programs operate in isolation from the school setting, there are different contextual 

challenges.   

      The researchers explained effective practices, such as using advocacy campaigns to 

provide scaffolding in creating student action plans. They also indicated that participants’ 

backgrounds contributed to the need for scaffolding techniques. For example, participants and 

counselors from contexts of congruence where civic institutions are perceived as working for 

them had difficulty choosing issues beyond the immediate community. Alternatively, both 

academic and emotional support was necessary for participants from contexts of disjuncture, 

where civic institutions are perceived as not working. Finally, researchers indicated that soft 

scaffolding techniques were critical to engage participants in civic inquiry. This finding is 

significant to informed action, a goal stated in the C3 Framework. 

       So, what then do we know about the experiences of middle school social studies teachers 

implementing inquiry? Teacher accounts in Social Education indicate that middle school 

teachers are eager to share how and why they use inquiry. For example, Bruster, a middle school 

history teacher, explained how he used the Question Formulation Technique to elicit questions 

from political cartoons about refugees in the United States following the November 2015 attacks 
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in Paris (Minigan et al., 2017).  He explained that the technique enabled him to initiate inquiry 

and create a safe place for discourse. 

      Hustvedt Jr. (2017) explained how he helped students to take informed action using the 

C3 Framework, which created rewarding experiences in his classroom. He detailed specific 

practices in his outline of an inquiry guided by the compelling question, “How can middle school 

students engage in civic discussions and take public action?”  For example, he proposed using 

students’ initial reactions to the compelling question, detailed through journaling, as a measure 

of understanding. He further explained the likely types of journal responses and suggested using 

the information to differentiate instruction. Additionally, Hustvedt Jr. outlined the state social 

studies standards that applied to the inquiry and explained the formative tasks and areas where 

students needed teacher guidance.  

     Finally, in his explanation of “powerful results,” Hustvedt Jr. illustrates the messy nature 

of inquiry by detailing the responses students received from government officials and his 

reactions to the students’ disappointment when they did not receive replies. For example, local 

school board representatives did not respond to students; Hustvedt Jr. used the opportunity to 

discuss what meaning students could make from the school board’s indifference. Finally, he 

suggested how to narrow the scope of the inquiry.   

      For the more ambitious practitioner, Olbrys (2019) explains the transformation of her 

classroom using the Deliberative Classroom approach that combines evaluative questioning, 

inquiry-based teaching, and deliberation to foster critical thinking and highlight students’ voices. 

Olbrys explained that she uses the same questions and documents that she would if she were 

lecturing to ensure similar content coverage. Olbrys used impact analysis data to demonstrate 

that her “reluctant learners” made significant gains over the year. She used the data to become a 
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teacher leader in her social studies department and inspire her colleagues to adopt a Deliberative 

Classroom approach. Olbry’s experiences are significant because NCSS (2013) recognizes the 

importance of teacher leaders to a grassroots effort for inquiry reform in social studies. 

      The research indicates that teachers can address time constraints through collaborative 

planning and using existing resources to support inquiry. Fortunately, researchers, teachers, and 

professional organizations are creating and sharing more inquiry resources for middle school. 

For example, a review of Middle Level Learning (an NCSS publication featuring lessons and 

activities for middle school teachers) from 2013 to 2023 shows regularly published in-depth 

inquiry lessons that address some barriers teachers noted, such as readability of resources and 

facilitation practices (Adams, E.C., 2022; Brugar & Clabough, 2017; Silvis, 2017; Tucker, 

2019).  

      The significance of scaffolding is also evident, primarily through disciplinary literacy 

instruction. The research demonstrates the value of practitioner feedback regarding existing 

resources and programs to support inquiry in social studies. For example, teachers’ strategic use 

of literacy tools resulted in changes to the instruments later incorporated in the Read-Inquire-

Write curriculum led by Monte-Sano and an expert team of scholars and educators intended to 

increase the use of inquiry in middle school social studies. The team continues researching the 

curriculum implementation to refine scaffolding tools based on practitioner feedback. However, 

the research still tells us little about what middle school (6th-8th) social studies teachers know and 

can do regarding inquiry-based learning. 
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The High School Social Studies Classroom and Inquiry 

      High school is no exception regarding the marginalization of social studies and limited 

research on teachers’ use of inquiry. Unfortunately, social studies graduation requirements in 

most states are less than Math and English. In high school, a disciplinary approach to social 

studies distinguishes the study of U.S. history, civics, and economics, the foundational 

requirements for graduation in most states. Secondary social studies teachers report feeling 

pressure to teach to course exit exams (Valbuena & Roy, 2016), which can serve as a barrier to 

the use of inquiry. Unsurprisingly, the scholarship on inquiry in high school classrooms is 

focused on civics and history and the efficacy of inquiry to meet the demands of course exams. 

The literature indicates the significance of teachers’ disciplinary backgrounds and scaffolding, 

and practitioner accounts detail practices for student engagement through informed action. 

      The accounts of two high school history teachers’ first experiences with inquiry in an 

urban setting are detailed in the findings of a phenomenological study (Thacker et al., 2017a). 

Researchers explained that the teachers struggled to design inquiries, select resources, and meet 

time constraints. However, their ability to scaffold instruction using hard and soft scaffolds 

resulted in high student engagement. For example, when up against time constraints, Ms. 

Easterling talked the whole class through an analysis of a source by prompting them with 

questions. However, researchers indicated that time constraints resulted in over-scaffolding, and 

teachers wanted more time to connect the inquiries with real-world issues. 

        The 2012 election served as a real-world issue to support inquiry in an instrumental case 

study of an exemplary civics teacher (Journell et al., 2015).  Mr. Monroe helped students employ 

the methodologies of political scientists, such as using polling and campaign finance data to 

analyze and predict campaign decisions during the 2012 election. Students assumed the role of 
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Romney’s campaign managers to engage in political thinking. The researchers highlighted the 

benefits of a disciplinary approach to civics instruction. They detailed Mr. Monroe’s scaffolding 

techniques and supporting dialogue to illustrate soft and hard scaffolds and the significance of 

his disciplinary background to just-in-time strategies. As a result of the inquiry, researchers 

explained that students evidenced their ability to be critical consumers of political information.  

Researchers noted that Mr. Monroe’s disciplinary background far exceeded the typical 

preparation required to teach civics and that most history-centric teacher education programs fail 

to produce teachers that can teach non-history courses in such meaningful ways. 

       With the same meaningful learning in mind, Parker and a team of researchers from the 

University of Washington demonstrated the efficacy of project-based learning (PBL) to promote 

depth of learning in the Advanced Placement (AP) Government and Politics course in a suburban 

setting (Parker et al., 2013). Their work represents a significant contribution as a long-term 

design-based research study to determine the effectiveness of an inquiry-based intervention 

compared to traditional coverage-based instruction in an Advanced Placement U.S. Government 

and Politics course based on the AP test and the Complex Scenario Test (CST).  

      Researchers indicated that teacher collaborators were integral to the study as curriculum 

designers who worked with researchers to incorporate content into projects and adapt them based 

on implementation challenges. While the researchers focused mainly on student outcomes, they 

explain that the key to transferring a project-based approach involves teachers as collaborative 

adapters rather than adopters of the curriculum. In addition, researchers note that the teachers’ 

ability to scaffold in different settings was critical, and scaffolding strategies for AP texts are 

necessary to support learners at varying reading levels in the future.  
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      Hallock and Smoot (2018) provide a detailed account of such practical scaffolding for 

implementing PBL in their AP World History class. First, they described the “secret ingredients” 

of PBL as authentic problems, establishing the need to know and differentiation. Then, they 

explained how to address each. For example, they designed “intelligence briefings” so that 

students’ success depended on listening to all the students in the class. Next, they detailed 

scaffolding strategies such as graphic organizers, writing supports and prompts, and PBL design 

differentiation. 

     Most importantly, Hallock and Smoot (2018) addressed questions that reflect barriers to 

using inquiry. They focused on an in-depth understanding of one or two aspects of a concept, 

such as “revolution,” to address content. They kept groups small, used pairs, and rotated roles to 

promote student learning and engagement. Finally, they emphasized “debriefing” to refine 

student thinking and clarify misunderstandings.  

    Additionally, several practitioner accounts of inquiry-based learning in high schools 

detail students taking informed action, which is not surprising considering the high school 

students’ age and social position. Daneels (2016), a high school teacher in Chicago, 

demonstrated the messy nature of informed action. She took advantage of unexpected learning 

opportunities that emerged to address the concerns of local politicians regarding letters they 

received from her American government students about community issues. Lander (2018) 

detailed how she provided students with opportunities to develop, practice, and apply civic skills 

through an inquiry action civics curriculum from Generation Citizen. She illustrated how 

authentic audiences affect students’ motivation; her students independently engaged in rewriting 

letters and checking their research in preparation to meet with city officials to initiate a citywide 

gun buyback program.  
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      The literature indicates the significance of teachers’ disciplinary backgrounds and 

abilities to scaffold instruction to facilitate disciplinary thinking. In addition, research on PBL 

demonstrates the value of practitioner feedback regarding existing resources to support inquiry in 

advanced courses. Finally, practitioner accounts of high school students taking informed action 

in their communities can motivate teachers; these accounts highlight the essence of meaningful 

social studies. However, these accounts lack the depth needed to inform professional learning. 

Therefore, researchers should examine how teachers facilitate informed action with high school 

students.  

Conclusion 

     The publishing of the C3 Framework prompted a proliferation of inquiry resources for K-

12 educators generated by leading social studies and education experts. Such resources help 

answer “what” teachers should do regarding inquiry and address the lack of resources cited as a 

barrier to inquiry-based learning. However, research indicates that elementary teachers might 

benefit from more interdisciplinary resources that explicitly address standards-based literacy and 

social studies content and skills. Resources for facilitating disciplinary literacy, disciplinary 

thinking, informed action, PBL course design, and collaborative planning protocols might also 

benefit middle and secondary teachers. However, resources are only one aspect of increasing the 

use of inquiry in social studies.  

      Teachers need to know “how” to implement inquiry in varied contexts and specific 

practices to use with existing or teacher-generated resources. Research in elementary and high 

school classrooms is a step in the right direction and focuses on teachers’ practices and strategies 

in the planning and implementation of inquiry. The research reveals specific transferable 

scaffolding strategies and ways to address time constraints. However, the research highlights 
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teachers with exemplary disciplinary backgrounds and motivation. We need to know more about 

how teachers with typical social studies disciplinary backgrounds implement inquiry. Middle 

school (6th-8th) teachers’ accounts of using inquiry lack depth and breadth; therefore, we need to 

know more about how middle school teachers use inquiry in social studies. Finally, we need to 

know more about how teachers use inquiry in geography, economics, and interdisciplinary social 

studies courses in the high school setting. Based on the C3 Frameworks’ focus on four main 

disciplines, it is likely that social studies teachers may also benefit from scaffolding materials 

that support interdisciplinary study and strategies for their use. 

      Overall, the current research illustrates the significance of the elementary, middle, and 

high school context to implementing inquiry, scaffolding strategies, and the value of practitioner 

knowledge to inform the development of resources to support inquiry.  However, the complex 

nature of IBL and educational contexts means multiple approaches to help teachers are 

necessary. Therefore, we also need more research that examines the use of inquiry with diverse 

student populations in urban, suburban, and rural contexts to better understand the breadth of 

contextual challenges to inquiry and teachers’ practices to address them. It will take the efforts of 

scholars, professional organizations, teacher educators, school administrators, teacher leaders, 

parents, students, and community members to increase inquiry in social studies. Understanding 

how teachers implement inquiry will inform these efforts in ways that help to support more 

teachers in using inquiry in social studies. 

Professional Development for IBL 

Method of Inquiry 

      This study seeks to inform professional development (PD) characterized by formal and 

informal professional learning experiences by exploring how teachers implement inquiry-based 
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learning in context, a need identified in the research. Formal professional learning is 

characterized by structured and often mandated learning experiences, informal professional 

learning is generally voluntary, and the curriculum and setting are often informal and flexible 

(Ritcher et al., 2011). Therefore, I include “professional development” and “professional 

learning” to allow for broad consideration of the research findings.  

Locating the Literature 

      I drew from scholarship on social studies, science, and teacher education to understand 

professional development for inquiry-based learning. Science scholarship was included based on 

the indication that the social studies stand to benefit from the advanced research base regarding 

teaching practices in teacher education (Crocco & Livingston, 2017). I conducted a bibliographic 

search of “Becoming an “Expert” Social Studies Teacher: What We Know about Teacher 

Education and Professional Development” in The Wiley Handbook of Social Studies Research 

(2017) and a keyword search in the ERIC Database using the search terms “social studies 

inquiry” and “professional development,” “science inquiry” and “professional development,” 

“problem-based historical inquiry” and “professional development,” and “C3 Framework” and 

“professional development.” I selected relevant scholarship on IBL PD in social studies and 

science education from 2013 to 2022 after the publishing of the C3 Framework and conducted 

bibliographic searches of the results. 

Results 

Professional Development for Inquiry-based Learning in Social Studies 

       Currently, education reform in social studies and science emphasizes teaching through 

inquiry; however, neither discipline has experienced significant shifts in classroom practice 
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(Anderson, 2002; Saye, 2017). Professional development for teachers is a crucial element 

necessary for educational reform intended to improve student achievement in K-12 settings 

(Gusky, 1995; Guskey & Huberman, 1995). So, how do we prepare teachers to implement 

inquiry considering the barriers indicated and best practices in professional development?  It 

makes sense that the answer is as complex as the array of barriers. 

      Best practices in education professional development indicate that key characteristics 

should guide the design of professional development programs. For example, professional 

development should be sustained, content-focused, incorporate active learning, foster 

collaboration, model pedagogical practices, offer coaching and support, and provide feedback 

and reflective opportunities (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Additionally, sustained 

professional development should be competence oriented and provide formative evaluations 

during the interventions (Desimone et al., 2002).   

      Unfortunately, most professional development for teachers in the United States is 

characterized by one-day workshops focused on discrete topics such as assessment or classroom 

management (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). After this, teachers are responsible for applying 

the theoretical concepts. Such professional development design does not allow teachers to study 

the concepts intensely, lesson plan, collaborate, or reflect on the implementation of concepts 

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2009).  In most cases, such professional development lacks key 

characteristics recommended by professional development research, is ineffective, and is rated 

poorly regarding effectiveness by educators (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Gulamhussein, 

2013). Professional development in social studies is similarly characterized (van Hover, 2008).   
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       So, what does the literature say about PD for inquiry-based learning in social studies?     

Research indicates that inquiry PD in social studies focuses heavily on history instruction; 

developing historical inquiry maintains prominence in social studies (Callahan, 2017; Callahan et 

al., 2014, 2016; Crocco & Marino, 2017; Howell & Saye, 2017).  Research suggests that inquiry 

PD in social studies is characterized by the modeling of inquiry techniques that engage the 

teacher as a learner using strategies such as video cases and simulation activities (Callahan, 

2017; Callahan et al., 2014, 2016; Crocco & Marino, 2017; Howell & Saye, 2017; Knapp & 

Hopkins, 2018), the development of content knowledge or lesson scaffolds through seminars led 

by experts (Callahan, 2017; Callahan et al., 2014, 2016; Crocco, & Marino, 2017; Howell & 

Saye, 2017), and extended support and lesson development (Callahan, 2017; Callahan et al., 

2014, 2016; Howell & Saye, 2017; Knapp & Hopkins, 2018).  

      Crocco and Marino (2017) address the lack of research on teacher education practices 

that develop understanding and skills of inquiry-based instruction. Specifically, little is known 

about what pre-service social studies teachers know and can do regarding inquiry-based 

instruction when they enter their methods course. Considering the focus on social studies 

education reform regarding inquiry through the C3 Framework, Crocco and Marino (2017) 

introduced inquiry preparation into a semester-long secondary social studies education methods 

course. 

      Their research study addressed the questions: 1. What do pre-service teachers understand 

to be the meaning of the concept of inquiry? 2. Can teaching a set of lessons involving 

investigations of local history and geography in a social studies methods class deepen their 

understanding of the concept of inquiry?  The researchers’ conceptual framework considered 

research regarding teachers’ attitudes and beliefs, lack of experience, time constraints, and self-
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efficacy as factors that might impact or limit inquiry-oriented instruction. Crocco and Marino 

(2017) also drew on relevant research from teacher education, such as the “apprenticeship of 

observation,” the “problem of enactment,” and the “complexity of teaching.” The lessons 

implemented in the study were grounded in research highlighting the benefits of investigating 

local history and geography to promote disciplinary literacy, historical and geographical 

thinking, practice with primary sources, civic-mindedness, and intrinsic motivation. 

      The researchers identified themes from the data: 1. Students had limited understanding 

and experience with inquiry before the methods class, 2. Students demonstrated enthusiasm and 

motivation to replicate inquiry with their classes, 3. Students expressed realistic concerns about 

implementing inquiry considering the contextual constraints of the secondary classroom. Based 

on the findings, the researchers call for teacher educators to design and identify strategies for 

introducing inquiry-oriented teaching methods that are efficient and effective in a limited time 

frame.  

     Howell and Saye (2017) investigated another approach to professional development: 

lesson study's potential to impact integrating theory and practice regarding inquiry among social 

studies teachers.  Lesson study is a form of teacher-led professional development characterized 

by a recurring inquiry cycle of collaborative lesson planning, teaching, observing, reflecting, and 

revising a lesson. Howell and Saye (2017) explained that their study revealed that the transfer of 

inquiry-based learning outside the lesson study proved difficult when the time, space, and 

support provided through lesson study were removed. Their findings indicate that time, space, 

and support resources represented contextual barriers to implementing inquiry even when the 

teachers experienced high-quality professional learning and strongly desired to use inquiry. 
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Based on the research, it is clear that we need to know more about how to help teachers 

implement inquiry-based learning. 

Professional Development for Inquiry-Based Learning in Science 

      So, what can social studies learn from PD for IBL in science education? Capps et al. 

(2012) reviewed and evaluated the empirical literature on inquiry professional development (PD) 

in science education based on common characteristics of effective PD in general and science 

education. The characteristics included participants engaging in inquiry-based learning, 

modeling teaching strategies, connection to classroom work, sustained support, collective 

participation, sufficient time for PD activities, content knowledge, reflection, and practical 

discussion regarding implementation. A review of 17 studies revealed that the majority aligned 

with elements of effective PD. However, authentic experiences, teachers developing lessons, and 

a focus on content knowledge were infrequently addressed. Unfortunately, these features are 

important in helping teachers enact reform-based practices such as IBL (Capps et al., 2012) and 

are repeatedly identified as barriers to teachers’ use of IBL. Subsequent research on inquiry PD 

in science (2011-2017) indicates a focus on authentic experiences through industry partnerships 

designed to provide educators with significant field experiences (Mentzer et al., 2017; Powell-

Moman & Brown-Schild, 2011).  

     Saglam and Sahin (2017) emphasize the importance of teacher education as a part of the 

education reform process toward inquiry-based learning. They investigated the effect of inquiry-

based professional development on science teachers’ beliefs and self-efficacy about inquiry-

based teaching and science process skills. Researchers explained that despite evidence of the 

benefits of IBL, science teachers reported several obstacles to implementing IBL. Researchers 

noted that teachers felt they had inadequate knowledge, lacked experience using IBL, believed 
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that inquiry is only appropriate for gifted students, and reported discrepancies between science 

content and their beliefs. In addition, researchers assert that teachers’ self-efficacy affects their 

performance and motivation and, thus, the ability to implement IBL. The researchers also 

indicate that science teachers must thoroughly understand science process skills to implement 

IBL.  

       Therefore, Saglam and Sahin (2017) recruited thirty middle school science teachers from 

Izmir, Turkey, to participate in their study. The professional development was guided by the 

assumption that changes in current lessons can enable teachers to practice IBL. Data was 

collected through pre-test and post-test scores on the Science Process Skills Test, Inquiry-based 

Science Teaching Self-Efficacy Scale, Beliefs about Inquiry-based Teaching Scale, and semi-

structured interviews.   

      They conducted five workshops over two days covering three approaches to inquiry in 

the classroom: science process skills using short activities, teachers in the role of the learner in 

an inquiry lesson, the examination of adapted science activities to identify those differentiated by 

inquiry and formative assessment strategies for IBL. Before each workshop, teachers were 

oriented to the purpose, tasks, and critical elements. Participants worked in groups that varied in 

size based on the workshop parameters. 

      The results indicated that the pretest-posttest showed significant differences on all 

measures. The findings support previous research demonstrating the benefits of inquiry-based 

professional development on teachers’ views regarding inquiry. The researchers concluded that 

the active participation of teachers in the training positively impacted their beliefs. However, 

some teachers remained skeptical about implementing inquiry in their context. Therefore, 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            87 
 

 

researchers suggested that additional studies are needed to investigate professional knowledge 

transfer to the classroom. 

      Saglam and Sahin’s (2017) findings are significant. Social studies and science teachers 

have similar concerns regarding IBL. The researchers designed a professional development 

program to directly target the specific concerns of science teachers regarding barriers to IBL. 

Researchers began with the supposition that teachers could implement IBL if they were trained 

in a manner that developed their self-efficacy, discipline competencies, and experience with IBL. 

However, some teachers remained skeptical about implementing IBL in their specific context. 

This finding is also indicated by Crocco and Marino (2017) in their work with pre-service social 

studies teachers and Howell and Saye (2017) in their work with elementary social studies 

teachers. 

Conclusion 

       Researchers and teachers agree that sustained and collaborative PD is needed if teachers 

are expected to implement IBL effectively. The research regarding PD reflects an agreement that 

no single approach will result in large-scale reform. IBL represents a significant shift in practice 

for many teachers and requires PD that provides inquiry experiences, promotes reflection, builds 

disciplinary knowledge and skills, and provides support and strategies to navigate contextual 

barriers. Professional development for IBL should be scaffolded for teachers considering 

teachers’ prior knowledge and experiences with IBL and should reflect the needs of diverse 

teacher populations (Krizan, 2019).   

      Thacker (2015), a leading researcher in social studies education, suggests that social 

studies teachers will likely need to look outside traditional professional development to meet 

their learning needs. Thacker (2015) explored informal professional learning and found that 
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teachers valued informal exchanges regarding classroom strategies and contexts. Teachers 

remarked that asking colleagues, “What are you doing in your classroom right now that’s 

working?” often left them walking away with new ideas to try in their classrooms (Thacker, 

2015, 2015, p.42). Similarly, Anderson (2002) explains that helping teachers means 

acknowledging that teachers focus on methods that work regarding student involvement and 

classroom management and that their views of teaching are characterized by tasks and activities 

rather than theory. 

      Arce et al. (2014) assert that understanding teachers’ voices are crucial to understanding 

classroom practice. Considering the research indicating that contextual barriers are factors 

affecting teachers’ use of inquiry and the significance of contextual factors indicated even after 

targeted PD (Crocco & Marino, 2017; Howell & Saye, 2017; Saglam & Sahin, 2017), it makes 

sense to add to the research base concerning how teachers address contextual barriers to 

implement inquiry in social studies classrooms. Based on the minimal existing research, Saye 

(2017) calls for research revealing how teachers succeed and falter in implementing inquiry-

based learning.  

     Considering that social studies are often marginalized and that the professional 

development of social studies teachers is seldom a prime concern (Swan & Griffin, 2013), it 

makes sense to explore how teachers’ voices can provide a nuanced understanding of strategies 

to implement IBL in the social studies classroom to inform professional development and 

learning. It makes sense to find out what works in classrooms and share it with teachers who 

want to try inquiry in their social studies classrooms.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

      A case study design was used to explore teachers’ experiences, beliefs, and practices 

related to implementing inquiry in their social studies classrooms. This chapter explains the 

rationale for the qualitative research design, the benefits and limitations, and the impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on the research design and data collection methods. Finally, the research 

context, participants, processes for gathering and analyzing data, and measures to ensure 

trustworthiness are outlined.  

      As a researcher, I applied a constructivist lens to the study methodology. My research 

interests are rooted in my experiences as a social studies teacher using IBL, a teacher educator 

helping pre-service teachers design IBL, a pre-service teacher supervisor working with candidates 

to navigate their context, and a parent. This study is guided by my belief in the central role of 

inquiry in social studies education that engages students in the problem-solving described by 

Dewey (1938); the social context of the classroom should be a place where learners engage in 

problem-solving that connects them to the larger society. Therefore, I employed a constructivist 

framework guided by the ideas of philosopher John Dewey as justification for the use of inquiry 

and as a lens to explore and a means to explain teacher beliefs and practices concerning inquiry-

based learning in social studies.  

     According to Nespor (1987), teachers’ core beliefs guide classroom practice more than 

academic knowledge. Constructivism posits that knowledge and ideas emerge when learners 

draw out meaningful and important experiences (Dewey, 1938). Applied to teachers, 

constructivist theory suggests that teachers learn as they interact in their context, and such 

experiences shape their beliefs and attitudes about teaching and learning. Nespor’s (1987) 

seminal work sets up beliefs as a theoretical construct and indicates that belief structures are 
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significant to teachers’ practice. As teachers gain experience in the classroom, their beliefs grow 

richer and more coherent into a personal pedagogy and belief system (Kagan, 1992).  

      As teachers interact with students in a social context, they construct knowledge of 

themselves and students and develop beliefs about teaching and learning. Thus, teachers’ 

constructed realities are contextually situated (Stake, 2010). Furthermore, I believe teachers’ 

constructed realities are dynamic and complex, affect their pedagogical choices and the decision 

to employ inquiry-based practices, and prompt different responses to problems of theory to 

practice. Finally, I value the multiple realities teachers experience as they interact with students 

in a social context. Therefore, to answer my research questions, I needed to use methods that 

allowed me to interact with participants in ways that helped me understand their experiences, 

beliefs, and practices related to inquiry-based learning in their teaching context.  

Qualitative Research Design 

      I needed to speak directly with teachers to understand teacher practices in context . 

Therefore, qualitative methodologies were the most appropriate approach to answering the 

research questions: How do teachers address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based 

learning in the middle school (6th-8th) social studies classroom? How can teachers’ practices to 

address contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning inform professional development and 

learning? (Creswell & Poth,2018). Qualitative methodologies can help us better understand the 

complex nature of education, teachers’ beliefs about barriers in their contexts, their pedagogical 

choices in response, and potential interventions to support teachers and improve education.  

       There are various approaches to qualitative research. Different methodologies are popular 

in the social sciences and favored in educational research, including phenomenology, grounded 
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theory, ethnography, case study, and narrative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). According to 

Creswell (2013), analyzing social or human problems requires an emergent design for inquiry 

and an iterative process. Creswell explains that qualitative research uses theoretical frameworks 

that inform the study of research problems addressing the meaning individuals or groups ascribe 

to a social or human problem. Thus, qualitative research from a constructivist lens leverages 

subjective realities and is appropriate for exploring the complex nature of inquiry-based learning 

(IBL) in practice (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

      As the primary research instrument, the researcher collects data from multiple sources in 

a natural setting and should demonstrate sensitivity to participants and sites under study. Data 

analysis is inductive and deductive, establishing categories, themes, and patterns. Finally, the 

concluding report of a qualitative research study should reflect the participants’ voices, the 

researcher’s reflexivity, and a complex description of the problem situated in the literature or a 

call to action.  

      Dinkelman and Cuenca (2017) have documented the rapid increase in qualitative 

research in social studies education since the 1990s. They found that the case study design 

represents the dominant methodology in the field’s flagship journal, Theory and Research in 

Social Education (TRSE). Furthermore, the most significant number of studies are related to 

history education. For example, studies like Saye et al. (2009) provided insight into how 

mentoring experiences might encourage teachers to consider and adopt a problem-based 

historical inquiry (PBHI) framework for teaching using case study design. In addition, their 

results suggest the potential for using modeling and scaffolding to help teachers connect 

theory to practice. Finally, Dinkelman and Cuenca assert that qualitative research in social 
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studies education can increase awareness regarding instructional, curricular, and contextual 

features of life in school that may be overlooked and, thus, inform practice and future research.  

Case Study 

      Considering the elements of qualitative research, a case study design was used to explore 

the topic of inquiry-based learning in social studies and address the research questions: How do 

teachers address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based learning in the middle school 

(6th-8th) social studies classroom? How can teachers’ practices to address contextual barriers to 

inquiry-based learning inform professional development and learning? Case study is a well-

established qualitative research design used to investigate individuals’ perceptions and 

perspectives. In addition, case study design helps the researcher to illuminate how things work 

and draws attention to human values and experiences (Stake, 2010). Using a case study design 

allows for a holistic view of a process through multiple data sources (Gummesson, 1988). 

Furthermore, as the primary research instrument, the researcher can use their theory, practice, 

and context knowledge to develop a conceptual framework to guide the study beyond the cursory 

(Gummesson, 1988).   

      The case study approach to research has a significant history in the social sciences, the 

origins of which trace back to anthropology and sociology. As a result, many approaches are 

available to researchers using case study design. This study uses Creswell and Poth’s (2018) 

framework for conceptualizing the defining features of the case study approach based on the 

work of Stake (1995) and Yin (2014). Stake and Yin approach case study from a constructivist 

paradigm which aligns with my epistemological beliefs and theoretical framework. Creswell and 

Poth (2018) explain case study research as a qualitative approach in which the researcher 

explores a real-life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) 
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over time through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information 

(e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and reports a 

case description and case themes (2018, pp.96-97).  In addition, research illustrates the utility of 

case study design to illuminate teachers’ practices for implementing inquiry in social studies 

(e.g., Coopersmith & Song, 2017; Journell et al., 2015; Saye & Brush, 2002; 2004; 2006; 

Thacker et al., 2018). Therefore, this study used an instrumental case study approach and a 

bounded case to address the research questions. Figure 4 below illustrates the case study design. 
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Figure 4 

Case Study Graphic Representation

 

 

Limitations   

      As with any research design, there are benefits and limitations. As described above, a 

qualitative approach allows for an in-depth understanding of how things work in a particular 
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situation. In addition, it provides a field-based, situational approach that is interpretive and 

personalistic (Stake, 2010).  

     However, the research design has limitations. The research findings are subjective, and as 

the primary research instrument, the potential for research bias existed based on my 

worldview and subjectivities (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To minimize bias, I was transparent in 

revealing my background experience as a teacher and teacher educator and my positionality 

regarding the central role of inquiry in social studies. Additionally, I ensured that the research 

implications were a result of the experiences and ideas of the participants through 

triangulation. Potential ethical bias also existed in data analysis (Guba & Lincoln, 1981); 

therefore, I presented all relevant findings and avoided isolating conflicting data. 

      Additionally, this study proceeded under the assumption that teachers would 

accurately recall and reflect on their beliefs and practices. Therefore, this study was limited by 

my interviewing skills, and the participants’ memory, self-awareness, and ability to articulate 

their beliefs and practices regarding using IBL. There is also a risk of reflexivity in 

interviews; teachers’ responses might reflect what they think I wanted to hear (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). 

      Ultimately, my findings are limited to my sample population; participants were 

selected based on purposeful sampling procedures (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Considering the 

significant number of contextual factors that affect teachers’ implementation of inquiry (Voet 

& Wever, 2016), the results from this study cannot be considered generalizable. However, 

even though contextual factors vary, many teachers face similar barriers, and thus, there is the 

potential that practices are transferable, as suggested by Stake (2010). Therefore, to promote 
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transferability, this case study’s bounded system (Creswell, 2018) is detailed (timeframe, 

school), and the procedures for participant selection, data collection, and data analysis.  

The COVID-19 Pandemic’s Impact on Research 

The COVID-19 pandemic greatly impacted the research design and data collection. The 

research proposal for this study was defended and approved on March 12, 2020, three hours 

before the local schools and target sample population halted in-person learning for the remainder 

of the year due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic created uncertainty and safety 

protocols that delayed IRB application reviews at the university and local levels until the fall of 

2020. Therefore, I modified the research design to accommodate safety protocols before 

submitting an IRB on October 21, 2020, to the county that served to meet the convenience 

purposeful sampling criteria. Unfortunately, the county denied the IRB application on November 

19, 2020, based on their decision to limit teachers’ time demands and adhere to safety protocols.  

Consequently, I further modified the research design, especially participant recruitment and data 

collection methods. On March 11, 2021, almost a year after the proposal defense, the final IRB 

was approved 

      The most significant changes to the research design were using only virtual data 

collection and excluding observations. As the study progressed and COVID-19 restrictions 

relaxed, I did not attempt to modify the research design because changes would have delayed the 

process and potentially risked participants leaving the study. The research design and data 

collection methods are detailed below, including the modifications; the resulting limitations are 

discussed in Chapter Five. It is important to note these modifications because they constrained 

the depth and nuance of understanding and should be considered in future research. 
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Participants and Participant Recruitment 

Participant Recruitment  

      Case study design allows for a flexible number of participants based on the intent of the 

research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Creswell (2012) recommends selecting participants that allow 

for different perspectives on the issue or problem and considering time and processes when 

determining the boundaries of the case. The recruitment goal was for three participants to allow 

for multiple perspectives and a more nuanced analysis concerning the research questions. Yet, 

small enough to provide constraints to allow for in-depth data collection for each participant 

within a school semester.  

       This study used purposeful sampling procedures to select participants who met the 

criteria of State (public) middle school social studies educators using inquiry-based learning in 

their classrooms. Potential participants were solicited through a recruitment flyer (See Appendix 

A) posted on Facebook, a public social media outlet, through education and social studies-related 

groups specific to State educators. Potential participants who met the criteria of  State (public) 

middle school social studies educators responded via email. Three potential participants 

responded after two rounds of posting the recruitment flyer over six weeks.   

Participant Selection, Participants, and Context 

      Participant selection entailed a two-step process. Step one: Potential participants were 

emailed a request to set an initial phone screening to discuss the purpose of the study, 

requirements, and use of inquiry in their classroom. During the initial phone screening, I asked 

the potential participants the following questions: Do you use inquiry in the classroom? Are you 

planning to implement inquiry lessons during the 2021-2022 school year? Would you be willing 

to discuss a previously implemented inquiry lesson? If so, can you send me the lesson or outline 
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before the discussion? Would you be willing to discuss the potential to participate in a research 

study after discussing your inquiry lesson?    

      After initial phone screenings with three potential participants, two potential participants 

agreed to submit an inquiry lesson they had used in their classroom to verify that their 

conception of inquiry aligned with the definition guiding the study. Thus, I continued participant 

selection. Step two: Two potential participants engaged in a second phone screening interview to 

discuss the standards, questions, tasks, and sources used in their lesson. Both participants 

submitted lessons aligned with the study definition of inquiry, verbally explained each element, 

and met the sampling criteria. Therefore, both were invited to participate in the study and 

provided with informed consent. The participants in this study were two social studies teachers 

in suburban middle schools in the Southeastern United States. Pseudonyms were assigned to 

participants to ensure confidentiality. 

Teacher 1 DJ 

  DJ is a white female with a Master’s degree and 22 years of teaching experience. All of 

her teaching experience has been in a suburban middle school. She taught  ELA and social 

studies classes for the first four years, and after earning her Gifted Certification, she began 

teaching accelerated social studies. During the study, she taught accelerated social studies in 

sixth grade. Her school had a 34% minority enrollment, 12% of students participated in the Free 

and Reduced Lunch Program, and approximately 76% were proficient in math and reading. 

Teacher 2 DM 

 DM is a white female with a Master’s degree and 34 years of teaching experience. All of 

her teaching experience has been in a suburban county. During the study, she taught accelerated 
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social studies and English language arts in eighth grade and was a gifted endorsement instructor 

for the county. Her school had a 42% minority enrollment, 13% of students participated in the 

Free and Reduced Lunch Program, and approximately 75% were proficient in math and reading. 

Context 

  In this study, I focused on teachers’ practices in response to contextual barriers to 

implementing inquiry in middle school (6th-8th) social studies. Due to COVID-19 safety 

protocols, data collection regarding the participants’ context beyond the participant interviews 

was virtual. This study occurred in a county outside a major metropolitan city in the Southeastern 

United States. The study focused on middle school social studies teachers working in two cities 

within the county.  

      The county’s population is roughly 766,000, with a median income of $80,830 and a 

9.2% poverty rate. The ethnic composition of residents is 62.4% White, 28.8% Black, 13.3% 

Hispanic, 5.6% Asian American, and 2.58% Multi-Racial (Census.Gov, 2021). The county’s 

school district is the State's second-largest school system, serving approximately 113,000 

students in 112 schools. The student demographics are 38.1% White, 31.2% Black, 21.3% 

Hispanic, 5.5% Asian American, 3.6 % Multi-racial, < 1% American Indian, and <1% Pacific 

Islander (County Government, 2022). 

      The Social Studies State Standards of Excellence (SSE) guides the school system’s 

curriculum. The State Milestones assessment for the SSE is administered to eighth-grade 

students and does not apply to the sixth or seventh-grade social studies curriculum. Students are 

offered both on-level and advanced classes in social studies. The county began to emphasize 

document-based historical inquiry in 2010. It provided professional development regarding 
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document-based historical inquiry intermittently from 2012 to 2023 for all county social studies 

teachers on a voluntary basis. Some social studies teachers have transitioned from textbook-

based instruction to including multiple sources and pedagogical approaches. However, the 

traditional focus on content coverage remains dominant.   

     The current pedagogical focus is on implementing inquiry through the C3 Framework 

and Action Civics outlined in the county Teaching and Learning Standards for Inquiry in Social 

Studies. The focus on inquiry results from the county being a pilot hub in C3 Teachers (a 

network designed to support teachers using the C3 Framework). The county provides ongoing 

professional development opportunities and resources for teachers interested in using the Inquiry 

Design Model (Grant et al., 2017a), a cognitive support for generating inquiry lessons aligned 

with the C3 Framework.  While there is an expectation that teachers use inquiry, mandates in 

social studies are based on the Social Studies State Standards of Excellence.    

Data Collection 

      My research design allowed for the triangulation of data using different methods of data 

collection (interviews, documents, and journals) and various types of documents derived from 

varied sources (State Standards of Excellence, site-based social studies curriculum, teacher-

generated or adapted lesson plans, and journals).   

     Before formal data collection, I examined the school website and public posts to 

understand the explicit school culture. A school culture comprises the traditions, norms, policies, 

beliefs, and values that characterize the school (Short & Greer, 1997). In addition, school culture 

is shaped daily by the interactions of staff, students, and the community and can affect teaching 

and learning (Finnan, 2000). Therefore, I focused on explicit signs of shared beliefs, values and 
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norms, pedagogical approaches, and policies that might serve as contextual barriers or promote 

inquiry-based learning. This data helped to inform the findings in Chapter Four. 

      Prolonged engagement with participants and the research sites, as recommended by 

Shenton (2004), was not possible due to the COVID-19 restrictions regarding outside observers 

in schools. Therefore, I could not collect data regarding implicit signs of school culture and 

behaviors that reflect school culture. 

Interviews 

  Interviews with the teacher participants were used to understand the teachers’ 

backgrounds, experiences, perceptions, beliefs about contextual barriers to implementing IBL 

and the practices used to address the contextual barriers (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In 

addition, interviews provided an opportunity to gauge the affective aspects of teachers’ responses 

(Frechtling Westat, 2002). Because interviews are subject to selective perceptions, responses that 

reflect social desirability, and distortion related to memory recall (Frechtling Westat, 2002), the 

data were considered in relation to the data collected from document analysis, and limitations 

and ethical considerations are discussed. 

      Each participant had three in-depth, semi-structured, open-ended interviews with the 

researcher to self-report their experiences, perceptions, beliefs, and practices. Due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, interviews were conducted virtually via Zoom, video recorded, and 

transcribed using Happy Scribe (Happy Scribe Ltd, 2019) automated transcription software. 

Each interview lasted approximately one hour. The initial interview occurred before the 2021-

2022 school year started. It focused on teachers’ educational and professional experiences, 

understanding of and experience with inquiry, and perceptions and beliefs regarding their 
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teaching context related to inquiry-based learning. After reviewing relevant research, semi-

structured open-ended interview questions were developed to elicit data on the teachers’ 

experiences, perceptions, and beliefs. The interview protocol for the initial interview with the 

teacher participants is included (See Appendix C).  

      The second and third interviews occurred during the first semester of the 2021-2022 

school year. They focused on the practices teachers planned to address the contextual barriers 

identified in the first interview. The second interview protocol (Appendix E) was designed based 

on an analysis of the first interview and the inquiry lesson the participants submitted that served 

as the foundation for explaining their practices to address contextual barriers. The third interview 

(Appendix F) focused on additions or changes to such practices during the implementation of the 

inquiry unit and allowed teachers to explain modifications to the planned practices for the focus 

inquiry. 

      DM’s second interview occurred before implementing the focus inquiry-based learning 

unit, and her third after implementation. DJ’s schedule was overwhelming, and she did her best 

to complete the requirements outlined in the initial screening. However, combining questions for 

the second and third interviews was necessary to meet her schedule requirements. Therefore, a 

second hour and forty-five-minute interview was conducted with DJ after implementing the 

focus inquiry unit. 

      During the interviews, I used probing questions such as “Can you tell me more about 

that?” and clarifying questions such as “So you are saying…” and paraphrased to elicit detailed 

responses. Additionally, emergent questions resulted from the teachers’ answers to the initial 

protocol questions and are highlighted in the narrative. For example, DJ explained significant 

travel experiences, so I asked, “Did travel affect the sources you use to teach?” 
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Documents 

 Private and public documents supplemented the interviews (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Teachers were asked to keep a reflective journal (private document) focused on their practices to 

address contextual barriers to using IBL, such as soft and hard scaffolding, modifications to such 

practices during or after instruction, and an assessment of such practices. Journals allow 

participants time to reflect on their practice in ways not afforded in an interview (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018) and allow the researcher to better understand how the participants view their 

context and what they want to communicate (Frechtling Westat, 2002).  

      After the initial analysis of the first interview, teachers were emailed journal topics 

focused on the contextual barriers they identified and given a choice of a physical or digital 

journal. DM submitted journal entries before the third interview to inform her third interview 

protocol (Frechtling Westat, 2002). However, DJ did not submit a journal.   

      The public documents used in this study were accessible: teacher-generated or adapted 

inquiry lessons (unit), the Social Studies State Standards of Excellence and teacher resources, 

and district social studies long-range curriculum pacing guides and resources served as data. 

Public documents provide a record that is not subject to recall and can provide information 

regarding institutional characteristics and values (Frechtling Westat, 2002). Content analysis was 

used to identify explicit concepts in the documents (O’Leary, 2014). Teacher-generated lesson 

plans were examined for evidence of inquiry and alignment with the definition of inquiry that 

guides this study (inquiry- a learner-centered approach to exploring questions using sources to 

construct evidence-based arguments (Grant et al., 2017a). Additionally, I checked for alignment 

with State standards as it increases the likelihood that practices to address contextual barriers are 
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transferable because the county emphasizes standardized end-of-course testing. Finally, I 

examined the teachers’ approach to planning and practices to address contextual barriers. 

       State and local social studies standards, guidelines, and resources were analyzed for 

evidence of support for inquiry-based learning in the middle school (6th-8th) social studies 

classroom. The State Department of Education and the County District websites were used to 

locate standards, guidelines, and resources. Document analysis further contextualized the 

research setting; notes were used for triangulation and to inform interview protocols as described 

earlier. 

Data Analysis and Transcription 

      Data analysis proceeded according to the steps outlined by Creswell and Poth (2018) as a 

data analysis spiral and was informed by the conceptual framework (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017). 

Data was organized, a preliminary read-through was conducted, then data was coded, winnowed, 

and aggregated into themes that focused on informing the research questions (Creswell, 2013). 

Finally, the data was represented using tables and narrative form and interpreted. Data analysis 

proceeded simultaneously with data collection (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Data collection 

reflected emergent design based on initial data collection and analysis of interviews, documents, 

and journals. ATLAS.ti 9 (ATLAS.ti Scientific Software Development GmbH, 2020), a 

qualitative research tool, was used to organize, maintain, and analyze the data; the data 

organization for analysis was ongoing (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Transcription 

      First, interviews were transcribed using Happy Scribe (Happy Scribe Ltd, 2019) 

automated transcription software and then manually reviewed, comparing the video and audio 
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from the Zoom recording. Memos were recorded in a research journal regarding affective 

responses and initial codes during the initial transcription review. For example, I felt DM had a 

positive attitude regarding inquiry-based learning and was eager to share her experiences. I 

repeated this process for each interview, a total of five times. Simultaneously, inquiry-based 

lesson plans (public documents) were read and reviewed for evidence of alignment (study 

definition of inquiry and State Standards), practices to address contextual barriers, and approach 

to planning. Reflective journals (private documents) were read and reviewed regarding practices 

to support the implementation of IBL (soft and hard scaffolding), modifications to IBL during or 

after instruction, and an assessment of practices to support implementation. Finally, memoing 

focused on connections and discrepancies regarding the themes identified through coding the 

interviews with teacher participants.  

    As data was collected, transcripts from primary data and memos from public documents 

were uploaded to ATLAS.ti9. Then lean coding within ATLAS.ti 9 (ATLAS.ti Scientific 

Software Development GmbH, 2020) was used to organize the data into themes. Initial and 

emergent codes were used in this process. Initial prefigured codes such as “teachers’ experience 

with inquiry,” “teachers’ use of inquiry,” and “Scaffolding” (Bruner, 1960; Vygotsky, 1978) 

were expected based on their significance to IBL in the literature (e.g., Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007; 

Saye, 2017). Emergent codes were added as the data was reviewed and re-reviewed. For 

example, “shared expectations” was an emergent code mentioned as a barrier but was not an 

expected code based on the literature.  

     Finally, codes were winnowed and reduced to final codes and themes, considering their 

utility in reflecting the experiences of the teacher participants. For example, “shared 

expectations” were themed “collaborative mandates” to reflect the significance of the 
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expectation and the teachers’ affective responses. In addition, the codes of “community 

diversity” and “COVID-19 protocols” were themed “sociopolitical factors” because a 

combination of social and political factors was reflected. For instance, COVID-19 protocols 

reflected community concerns based on personal and political values, were determined by local 

politicians, and were implemented and enforced through political and social means. A qualitative 

codebook with descriptions of the codes is included (See Appendix D). 

       ATLASti.9 was used to aggregate examples of the codes from the data in Excel tables. 

Next, Excel tables were compared to manually coded transcripts to select relevant data to 

illustrate the findings in narrative form. I paid particular attention to using rich details to convey 

the complex nature of classroom practices (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Finally, data was 

winnowed to illustrate the theme and address the research questions. The findings are presented 

in tables and narrative form, and the discussion of the findings is situated in the literature using 

the conceptual framework (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).   

      Considering my constructivist views, throughout data analysis, I paid particular attention 

to how teachers described their interactions with students and faculty and how such interactions 

were incorporated into their beliefs about contextual barriers to IBL and their practice. Based on 

the research regarding barriers to teachers’ use of IBL, I examined the data for evidence that 

participants understood, identified, or addressed barriers related to their prior learning 

experiences or beliefs and the connections to their practices. Teachers’ experiences with IBL 

were examined closely to identify evidence of best practices in teacher development for IBL and 

those experiences that teachers perceived as significant to implementing IBL.   
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Data Analysis 

       Data analysis focused on what teachers did to implement inquiry-based learning and how 

they did it. The practices teachers used to implement IBL were examined considering the current 

literature, contextual barriers, and the knowledge and skills used to develop and execute 

practices. For example, the literature focuses on the significance of scaffolding to IBL; however, 

little is known about planning and executing diverse scaffolding in context. Such specifics served 

as the central focus of data analysis. 

Data Interpretation 

      The findings are summarized, theoretically situated, and compared to significant findings 

in the literature. I approached the overall findings by asking: “What were the lessons learned?” 

How does this illuminate teachers’ backgrounds and experiences in relation to IBL? "How does 

this illuminate barriers to implementation?" “What does this tell us about professional 

development for IBL?” and What can PD do?” These questions guided my conclusions and 

informed my suggestions for future research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, as cited in Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). Finally, I considered the study’s limitations in terms of methodology, findings, 

and transferability to determine the implications and inform my suggestions. 

     Additional considerations informed the interpretation of the data. First, because teachers’ 

beliefs influenced their conceptions of contextual barriers, teachers were expected to identify 

varied contextual barriers, which I considered significant to their use of inquiry. I also considered 

the State and County contexts that encourage inquiry through the C3 Inquiry Arc and the 

historical context that emphasizes content coverage and civic engagement in social studies. 

Finally, I considered teachers’ backgrounds, training, and the research context regarding the 
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social studies program, diversity (demographic data), and explicit school culture detailed on the 

school website. 

Strategies to Ensure Trustworthiness 

     Throughout the study, Guba’s constructs were used as a guide to increase the 

trustworthiness of this research (Guba as cited in Shenton, 2004). Considering my research 

questions, How do teachers address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based learning in 

the middle school (6th-8th) social studies classroom? How can teachers’ practices to address 

contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning inform professional development and learning? 

trustworthiness began with the selection of a case study design. Case study design provided a 

framework to employ additional research methods and strategies to promote credibility. My 

research design allowed for the triangulation of data using different methods of data collection 

(interviews and documents analysis) and various types of documents derived from varied sources 

(teacher-generated or adapted inquiry lessons, district social studies long-range curriculum 

pacing guides, and the Social Studies State Standards of Excellence). I also provided a reflective 

commentary to illustrate the analysis that supports the final assertions. Employing a range of 

strategies and providing a concise, clear, and detailed description of the research process 

promoted the trustworthiness of my research.   

      Participants received informed consent advising them of their right to withdraw at any 

time for any reason, and I emphasized my independent status as a researcher. Interview 

techniques included iterative questioning and probing, with time between interviews to consider 

and analyze initial responses to formulate subsequent questions. Additionally, I regularly 

consulted faculty mentors. Finally, the findings were situated in the research context, and 

connections and discrepancies were considered in the discussion section.   
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      As suggested by Lincoln and Guba (as cited in Shenton, 2004), dependability relies on 

sufficient care to ensure measures that promote transferability. Therefore, the research design, 

study context, data collection process, and implementation are described clearly and concisely 

using plain language to promote dependability. In addition, the reflective appraisal of the 

research process focuses on the strengths and weaknesses of data collection methods regarding 

the participants and the research site.  

Ethical Considerations 

Research is a privilege; there is power in the process that must be respected and guided 

by ethics which I considered at every stage of the research process. Therefore, participants were 

given informed consent in natural language detailing the nature of the study to the extent 

possible and their right to withdraw at any point for any reason without consequence.  

      Additionally, qualitative research necessitates ethical considerations as it is subjective, 

lacks procedural rules and reviews, is subject to the researcher’s shortcomings, and can result in 

more questions than answers (Stake, 2010).  As indicated earlier in Chapter Three, as the primary 

research instrument, this study was affected by my research and interviewing skills and biases 

based on my worldview and subjectivities (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study also proceeded 

under the assumption that teachers would accurately recall and reflect on their beliefs and 

practices. Therefore, this study reflects participants’ memories, self-awareness, and ability to 

articulate their beliefs and practices regarding using IBL at the time of the study. There was 

also a risk of reflexivity in the interviews; teachers’ responses might reflect what they thought 

I wanted to hear (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  
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      However, the subjective nature of the qualitative methodology also allowed me to use 

my knowledge and experience with inquiry-based learning in the research process through 

probing questions which helped the teachers articulate their practice. I created a trustworthy 

environment and built rapport with the teachers, allowing me to give them a voice. 

Additionally, the data collection methods did not intrude on participants’ time, space, or personal 

lives, and I made myself available with reasonable flexibility for interviews at convenient and 

appropriate times. I based my interpretations on the data provided and analyzed the data to avoid 

misstatements, misinterpretations, or false assertions; quotes were used judiciously in the service 

of the assertions. Participants had access to the data they generated upon request and time to 

review the findings to clarify their perceptions and practices. Lastly, I took care not to harm 

participants, and no adverse reactions were observed or reported.   

      Finally, I ensured the privacy and anonymity of participants and the institutions by 

removing identifying information and storing consent forms separately from the data. Data and 

records will be maintained according to IRB protocol and preserved for three years.  
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Chapter Four: Summary of Findings  

      This case study aimed to identify and describe teachers’ exemplary practices to address 

contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based learning in the middle school (6th -8th) social 

studies classroom to inform professional development and learning. As previously stated, 

research indicates that contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning are significant and affect 

teachers’ use of inquiry. Recent research on implementing IBL in K-12 social studies reveals 

unique manifestations of contextual barriers in elementary, middle, and high schools. How 

barriers are addressed may be significant to professional development. Based on the literature, 

we know that no single approach to professional development will result in substantial reform 

because the factors affecting inquiry use vary. Therefore, practice-based knowledge has the 

potential to be useful; however, current research tells us little about what middle school (6th-8th) 

social studies teachers know and can do regarding inquiry-based learning.  

      This study addresses the need for further research about the exemplary practices of 

middle school social studies teachers to implement inquiry. This chapter summarizes the findings 

from analyzed data collected from four primary sources, which provided data triangulation. 

Interviews and public (State, County, and teacher-generated) and private (reflective journals) 

documents were used to investigate the experiences, perceptions, beliefs, and practices of middle 

school social studies teachers regarding their educational and professional backgrounds, teaching 

contexts, and related inquiry-based practices to inform the research questions: How do teachers 

address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based learning in the middle school (6th-8th) 

social studies classroom? How can teachers’ practices to address contextual barriers to inquiry-

based learning inform professional development and learning? 
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Table 1  

Findings 

 

1. Teachers’ backgrounds, experiences, and perceptions informed their practice, including their 

    conception and central use of inquiry. 

2. Contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning are dynamic. 

3. Teachers’ practices to address contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning related to their   

    knowledge of students and long-term instructional planning, collaboration, scaffolding, and  

    facilitation skills. 

Review of Methodology 

Participants 

     The participants in this study were two social studies teachers in suburban middle schools in 

the Southeastern United States. To ensure confidentiality, pseudonyms were assigned to 

participants, and brief descriptions of the participants were constructed from the initial interview 

and public records. 

Teacher 1 DJ 

  DJ is a white female with a Master’s degree and 22 years of teaching experience in a 

suburban middle school. She taught  ELA and social studies classes for four years; after earning 

her Gifted Certification, she began teaching accelerated social studies. During the study, she 

taught accelerated social studies in sixth grade. Her school had a 34% minority enrollment, 12% 

of students participated in the Free and Reduced Lunch Program, and approximately 76% were 

proficient in math and reading. 
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Teacher 2 DM  

 DM is a white female with a Master’s degree and 34 years of teaching experience in a 

suburban county. During the study, she taught accelerated social studies and English language 

arts in eighth grade and was a gifted endorsement instructor for the county. Her school had a 

42% minority enrollment, 13% of students participated in the Free and Reduced Lunch Program, 

and approximately 75% were proficient in math and reading. 

Data Collection 

Interviews 

  Each participant had three in-depth, semi-structured interviews with the researcher to 

self-report their experiences, perceptions, beliefs, and practices. Due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, interviews were conducted virtually via Zoom and video recorded for transcription 

purposes. Each interview lasted approximately one hour. The initial interview occurred before 

the 2021-2022 school year and focused on participants’ educational and professional 

backgrounds, experiences with inquiry as a learner, current conceptions and use of inquiry, and 

perceptions of their teaching context related to inquiry-based learning. The second and third 

interviews occurred during the 2021-2022 school year. The second interview focused on the 

practices participants planned to address the contextual barriers identified in the first interview. 

Finally, the third interview focused on additions or changes to such practices during the 

implementation of the inquiry lesson. 

Private Documents: Reflective Journals 

  Participants were asked to keep reflective journals while planning and implementing 

inquiry lessons during the first semester of school. These journals were intended to capture 
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additional perceptions and practices related to the research question. Each participant received 

written instructions to focus their journal entries on practices they used to address the contextual 

barriers identified in the initial interview. Additionally, a researcher’s reflective journal was used 

during transcription to record memos regarding affective responses and initial codes, organize a 

research timeline, and document contacts with the participants. 

Public Documents: State, County, and Teacher-Generated 

  State and local social studies standards, guidelines, and resources were analyzed for 

evidence of support for inquiry-based learning in middle school (6th-8th) social studies. The State 

Department of Education and the County district websites were used to locate standards, 

guidelines, and resources. Additionally, participants submitted an inquiry lesson (unit) they 

planned to implement before the second interview. Teacher-generated lesson plans were 

examined for evidence of inquiry, alignment with the definition of inquiry that guides this study 

(inquiry- a learner-centered approach to exploring questions using sources to construct evidence-

based arguments (Grant et al., 2017a), practices to address contextual barriers, alignment with 

State Standards (alignment increases the likelihood that practices to address contextual barriers 

are transferable; the county emphasizes standardized end-of-course testing), and approach to 

planning. The lessons and initial interview responses informed the second interview protocol. 

Data Analysis  

      As explained in Chapter Three, data analysis proceeded according to the steps outlined by 

Creswell and Poth (2018) as a data analysis spiral informed by the conceptual framework 

(Ravitch & Riggan, 2017). Data was organized, a preliminary read-through was conducted, then 

data was coded, winnowed, and aggregated into themes that focused on informing the research 
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questions (Creswell, 2013). Finally, the data was represented using tables and narrative form and 

interpreted. Data analysis proceeded simultaneously with data collection (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018).  

Finding One 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Teachers’ backgrounds, experiences, and perceptions informed their practice, including 

their conception and central use of inquiry. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

      The significance of interview questions (See Appendix C), emerging themes, and 

supporting data for Finding One are detailed below. Each participant had an in-depth, semi-

structured, open-ended interview with the researcher to self-report their educational and 

professional background, experience with inquiry as a learner, and current conception and use of 

inquiry. Tables and summaries highlight themes detailed in the rich narrative, which aimed to 

give the teacher participants a voice, support the conclusions, and account for the data collection 

limitations due to COVID-19 safety protocols.   

Why are Teachers’ Backgrounds and Experiences with Inquiry Significant? 

      Successful IBL requires that teachers be skilled at planning, instruction, and assessment 

and possess strong content knowledge and disciplinary skills (Anderson, 2002; Howell & Saye, 

2017). Therefore, teachers’ disciplinary knowledge impacts the use of inquiry (e.g., Arce et al., 

2014; Howell & Saye, 2017). Pedagogical knowledge also influences practice; many teachers 

have not experienced inquiry as a learner or observed inquiry lessons. As a result, they lack an 

understanding of inquiry and what it looks like in practice. Therefore, without effective models, 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            116 
 

 

teachers are less inclined to initiate ambitious pedagogy (e.g., Lortie, 1975; Salam & Sahin, 

2017).  

     Additionally, content and pedagogical content knowledge are linked to teachers’ self-

efficacy regarding inquiry and affect teachers’ pedagogical choices (Saglam & Sahin, 2017). For 

example, teachers are less likely to use inquiry if they are not confident in their ability to 

facilitate the learning process. Therefore, understanding teachers’ backgrounds is useful because 

as teachers gain experience in the classroom, their beliefs grow richer and more coherent into a 

personal pedagogy and belief system (Kagan, 1992), and according to Nespor (1987), teachers’ 

core beliefs, more than academic knowledge, guide classroom practice. Therefore, exploring 

teachers’ backgrounds, experiences, and perceptions makes sense before exploring practices, as 

practices are likely supported by experiences that may also inform professional development.  

Data: Teachers’ Backgrounds and Experiences with Inquiry as Learners 

      Teachers' backgrounds and experiences were characterized by participation in 

opportunities to build content (disciplinary), pedagogical, and pedagogical content knowledge. 

Both teachers detailed experiences that informed their practice and connected some with their 

use of inquiry. 
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Table 2    

Teachers’ Backgrounds and Experiences: Commonalities 

Code     Theme                    Teacher 1 DJ              Teacher 2 DM_____ 

Years of 

Teaching 

Experience 

• Pedagogical 

knowledge 

• Pedagogical 

content 

knowledge 

22 Years  34 Years 

Educational 

Experiences 
• Content 

Knowledge 

Undergraduate degree in 

Social Sciences, not History  

• Human Development 

Services, with minors in 

Christianity and 

Sociology. 

Undergraduate degree in 

Social Sciences, not 

History 

• Mental Health and 

Criminology 

Significant 

Learning 

Experiences 

• Pedagogical 

knowledge 

• Pedagogical 

content 

knowledge 

• Content 

Knowledge 

• College coursework in a 

teacher preparation 

program 

• High school term paper- 

inquiry as a learner 

• Pilot program- ELA and 

social studies- an 

interdisciplinary course  

• Elementary experience-

interdisciplinary 

• Teaching Reading Course- 

MA coursework 

• Great Books Foundation 

Training- shared inquiry 

• County Supervisor-

mentoring 

• ISCIS program- inquiry 

as a learner (7th-8th grade) 

ELA 

(English 

Language 

Arts) 

Experience 

• Pedagogical 

knowledge 

Taught Middle School ELA Taught Middle School ELA 

Leadership 

Roles 
• Pedagogical 

knowledge 

Head of State Social Studies 

organization 

Department Chair 

Grade-level Lead 

Gifted Trainer 

Grade-level Lead 

Professional 

Development 
• Pedagogical 

knowledge 

• Pedagogical 

content 

knowledge 

• Content 

Knowledge 

Continuous, self-selected 

• GIRDA TOPP program 

• Teachers for Global 

Classrooms  

• Teach Canada 

• Research participant 

Continuous, self-selected 

• Research participant 

• DBQ training 

• ASCD- questioning  
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Teachers’ Responses Interview One: Backgrounds and Experiences____________________ 

1. Can you tell me about your educational background?  

2. Can you tell me about your teaching experience and any significant experiences such as 

professional development or experience with inquiry as a learner?  

 The teachers’ answers to these questions prompted emergent questions highlighted in the 

narrative. For example, I wanted to know if the teachers’ travel experiences affected the sources 

they used to teach, so I asked, “Did travel affect the sources you used to teach?” 

Teacher 1 DJ 

 As recorded in the researcher’s reflective journal, DJ was observed as eager to share her 

experiences regarding inquiry-based learning during the initial interview. She even chose a 

Zoom background with a large picture centered behind her and referred to the concept of the “big 

picture” several times. DJ was positive about inquiry-based learning but conveyed frustration 

when discussing contextual barriers. She was noticeably guarded and cautious when talking 

about administration, community dynamics, and the political climate and often paused to 

consider her responses to avoid bias or judgment. However, her frustration was tempered by a 

persistent determination to overcome the barriers. DJ reflected a high level of pedagogical 

awareness, a strong sense of self as an educator, and keen knowledge of her students. Finally, 

throughout the interview, she referenced the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic with frustration 

and helplessness but also hope. As she explained the impact of COVID-19 protocols, such as 

social distancing, it was evident that she was trying to maintain the classroom standards 

important to her identity as an educator in a constantly evolving context.   
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      When asked about her educational background, DJ began with, “I think this is important; 

teaching is my second career.” Then, she spoke definitively, “There were two things that I said I 

would never be, and that was a teacher or a small-town lawyer like my father.”  She explained 

that people always told her she would return home and be like her father. However, DJ had other 

plans; she earned an undergraduate degree in Human Development Services with minors in 

Christianity and Sociology. She laughed, “That's called the person who goes to college and loves 

to learn but doesn't want to learn just one thing.”  

      During college in the early 1990s, DJ participated in many service initiatives on campus. 

After graduation, she entered a two-year faith-based stateside program modeled after the Peace 

Corps. While working in the program, she received a scholarship to attend the X School of 

Theology at X University and began her Master’s degree. When she completed the program, DJ 

worked with the United Way, “I worked with second-generation Hmong Vietnamese kids 

growing up and becoming tweens and teenagers and having conflicts with their parents.” While 

DJ found the work rewarding, she realized she needed health insurance and more than the 

experience offered. At that time, alternate routes to teacher certification were popular, so she 

explored local programs and eventually enrolled at X University in their initial teacher 

certification program.  

  Here, DJ highlights significant aspects of her path to becoming an educator. She 

communicates her passion for service and learning, primarily related to the humanities, which 

entails studying social issues and problems that necessitate an inquiry approach to learning.  In 

highlighting that teaching is her second career, she drew attention to how a humanities and youth 

service background might have prepared her to teach adolescents in a social studies classroom. 
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       DJ explained that she began teaching ELA while still enrolled in the certification program. 

She noted three significant courses in the program that impacted her initial approach to teaching. 

First, she explained that in the course Young Adult Literature Historical Fiction, “we actually read 

the novels; we read Seedfolks by Paul Fleischman about twelve characters living in Cleveland 

from diverse perspectives, and I still use that today in my teaching.” Second, DJ explained the 

benefits of using “History Alive” in The Advanced Teaching of Social Studies course; she liked 

how students responded to the active learning. Finally, she found that the course The Nature of the 

Middle School Learner helped her to understand “the entire picture of the learner.” In a final 

reflection on her initial teaching experience, DJ noted, “The best thing was that early, I only had 

the student edition to the text, not the teacher edition with the activities in the margins, so I had to 

plan myself, and that was the best thing.”  

     Here, DJ explained three significant experiences in her teacher preparation program that 

supported the development of pedagogical content knowledge or skills necessary to implement 

inquiry-based learning. For example, using Seedfolks supported the development of disciplinary 

tools (Dimension 2; C3 Framework) in History through perspective-taking and evaluating 

sources (Dimension 3: C3 Framework). As mentioned, the C3 Framework guides the National 

curriculum standards and places inquiry (Inquiry Arc) at the center of meaningful social studies 

education. Additionally, History Alive is a social studies curriculum developed by teachers that 

has continually evolved since 1989, centered around active learning and inquiry to discover 

content; today, it is aligned with the C3 Framework (TCi, 2022). DJ also felt that the course 

Nature of the Middle School Learner put her on the path to understanding her students. 

Knowledge of students is critical to IBL so that the process can be appropriately scaffolded. 

Finally, in pointing out that she had to plan independently, DJ highlighted how learning to plan 
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for instruction prepared her to engage in inquiry-based learning. In fact, successful IBL requires 

that teachers be skilled at planning, instruction, and assessment and possess strong content 

knowledge and disciplinary skills (Anderson, 2002; Howell & Saye, 2017).   

   It took DJ four years to earn her teaching certification; she explained, “It was a long 

process.” DJ’s path to teaching was unconventional, “I had no student teaching experience, and 

maybe that’s why when I mentor, I take on the short commitments and not student teachers.” She 

clarified, “Because sometimes what they have to do and what I know the students need, I put 

students first.” DJ implies the positive effects of not having a student teaching experience 

because it often entails requirements that may detract from meeting students’ needs. 

Additionally, she reinforced the benefits of focusing on students’ needs and learning by doing in 

relation to pedagogical knowledge.  

       When asked about significant professional development experiences, DJ responded 

quickly, “GIRDA TOPP program where we went to Germany to learn about modern-day 

Germany for two weeks, that was place-based learning, so being able to see the things you are 

teaching about.” She also participated in Teachers for Global Classrooms and Teach Canada, 

where she visited Calgary and Whistler. When asked if travel affected the type of sources she 

used to teach, DJ explained that she tried to select sources that were not all U.S.-based. In 

addition, she noted that she continuously looks for professional development and is involved in 

XCSS and NCSS. Here DJ detailed experiences that built content knowledge. As recorded in the 

researcher’s reflective journal, DJ shared these experiences enthusiastically and explained that 

she was more confident teaching content related to these experiences. The literature indicates 

that teachers’ disciplinary knowledge impacts the use of inquiry (e.g., Arce et al., 2014; Howell 
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& Saye, 2017). Thus, place-based professional development may support the use of inquiry-

based learning. 

      After DJ’s account of significant learning experiences, I was curious why she did not 

mention her gifted education training because developing problem-solving skills central to 

inquiry is considered a hallmark of quality instruction in gifted education (NAGC.org, 2022). 

She explained, “It was, but more on the big picture ideas and experiential learning.” Then I asked 

if her ELA and Theology backgrounds made her comfortable with “big ideas.” She responded, 

“Yes, it did, with my Wow Prompts.” She explained the prompts as daily open-ended questions 

for students to consider.         

       Finally, DJ explained her experience with inquiry as a learner. First, she considered the 

experience in Germany as inquiry-based. She also explained a term paper assignment during 

high school as significant. DJ hoped to select a term paper topic, such as the Eiffel Tower or the 

Colosseum, but her father insisted she write about the Renaissance. She explained, “So for what 

it’s worth, the Renaissance paper versus everybody else doing the Eiffel Tower or Big Ben or 

something like that, here I am doing this thing, this big idea.” She clarified the impact of the term 

paper, “Now, that’s my favorite thing to teach the Renaissance and the Reformation, even though 

they aren’t in our standards anymore.”  

 DJ considered the term paper significant because “It wasn't notes on the chalkboard.” She 

contrasted the term paper experience with her eighth, tenth, and eleventh-grade social studies 

teacher. DJ considered his methods, essentially “notes on the chalkboard,” as inspiration, “I'm 

going to do it differently.” She explained that she cut out the teacher’s retirement picture from 

her hometown paper and kept it in her grade book (as long as she had a paper grade book) as a 

reminder to “do things differently.” DJ reiterated that her degrees in sociology and theology and 
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writing term papers greatly impacted her ability to handle ambiguity in the classroom and her 

comfort with big ideas. Finally, she recalled that at a recent summer institute for inquiry, she 

realized that most of what she responded to as a learner was inquiry-based.  

      In detailing her experiences with inquiry as a learner, DJ communicated her educational 

ideals as she delineated between a transmission approach to teaching and the benefits of inquiry 

by describing her experience writing a term paper in contrast to her high school social studies 

classes. As recorded in the researcher’s reflective journal, DJ’s responses were impassionate, and 

it was evident that her experiences informed her beliefs about pedagogy and best practices. 

Therefore, it is worth considering the positive impact of  IBL experiences on teachers in their K-

12 and collegiate education.  

Teacher 2 DM 

   As recorded in the researcher’s reflective journal, DM was eager to share her experiences 

regarding inquiry-based learning during the initial interview. DM was incredibly positive 

regarding the opportunity to participate in research requiring reflective practice. She expressed 

her ongoing desire to improve her classroom practice and grow as an individual and educator. 

She often paused to consider her responses, check that her memory served her correctly, and 

ensure her answers were helpful. Her desire to contribute valuable information was evident by 

asking if her responses were consistent with the study goals. 

      DM expressed a passion for teaching social studies, adolescents, and using inquiry-based 

learning. When discussing contextual barriers, she was upbeat about administration and support 

for inquiry-based learning. She expressed confidence in her ability to address contextual barriers 

and seemed to consider them a natural part of the profession. DM conveyed an attitude of 
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persistence and a love for learning that appeared to fuel her desire to work through obstacles and 

try new pedagogy. She reflected a high level of pedagogical awareness, a strong sense of self as 

an educator, and astute knowledge of her student population. Finally, throughout the interview, 

she referenced the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic with sadness and hope. As she explained 

the impact of COVID-19 protocols, such as remote learning, it was evident that she was also 

trying to maintain the same classroom standards important to her identity as an educator in a 

constantly evolving context. 

      When asked about her educational background, DM explained that she took a year off 

after graduating high school in New England at 17, “I went back to school, but not for teaching, 

more mental health, and criminology.” DM then returned to college to earn her elementary 

teaching certification and substitute taught before heading to the Southeast, where she began 

teaching sixth grade. She credited her bachelor’s degree in criminal justice for her social studies 

background and noted that she only took two history classes in her college degree program. She 

explained the effects of a limited history background, “I think with history, I have to do a lot of 

research myself, a lot of questioning and wondering why things happened.” 

      In DM’s brief explanation of her path to becoming an educator, she highlighted her 

undergraduate major in criminology, a branch of social studies, and drew attention to how such a 

background prepared her to teach social studies. DM’s awareness of the strengths and 

weaknesses of her disciplinary knowledge is significant as content knowledge affects teachers’ 

use of inquiry (e.g., Arce et al., 2014; Howell & Saye, 2017).  

      DM continued explaining that she began her career teaching social studies, reading, and 

math. After a few years,  
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There was an opportunity in the County to take language arts and teach it through social 

studies. So I did a year study; I took data, and it was different levels; it was not a 

levelized class. Every single student grew over a year in both social studies and ELA. 

DM reflected on the significance of the experience,  

If I’m looking back and trying to remember my education, to embed things, not to teach 

things in isolation, but to look at a whole unit and how I can combine all the pieces to 

make it flow, I think that’s how I learned to teach things.  

She explained that although she had to teach the standards, she had the freedom to plan and 

select student resources.  

       Then after a few years, DM accepted a position in an elementary school. She noted the 

significance, 

I think the elementary background again gave me where you don’t teach things in 

isolation; even though you would have a language arts block, you’re not going to just 

teach language arts or reading. You’re going to pull in your science, and you’re going to 

pull in your social studies or your health. I think that was a really good, interdisciplinary 

fourth grade for one year, but I needed more stimulation than what fourth grade could 

give me.  

So, she left elementary school for a middle school position.  

      DM’s experiences with interdisciplinary instruction built pedagogical content knowledge 

that she related to her practice. Such knowledge is linked to teachers’ self-efficacy regarding 

implementing inquiry, which affects teachers’ pedagogical choices (Saglam & Sahin, 2017).  

Additionally, DM practiced selecting appropriate student resources, a critical element in inquiry 

instruction. In fact, Dimension 3 of the C3 Framework’s Inquiry Arc (a framework for planning 
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inquiry-based learning) focuses on students’ ability to evaluate sources. Thus, their teachers must 

be adept at assessing sources to support them. Her experiences support her ability to engage 

students in high-quality social studies education, including interdisciplinary applications and 

inquiry (NCSS, 2022).  

      DM also challenged herself to develop and plan interdisciplinary instruction as part of a 

pilot program which is evidence of her propensity for academic risk-taking; teachers’ 

dispositions of risk-taking and a tolerance for ambiguity are associated with the tendency to 

implement ambitious pedagogy (e.g., Morrison, 2012; Shaver, 1996). Additionally, such risk-

taking allowed DM to plan independently and learn by doing, and successful IBL requires 

teachers to be skilled at planning (Anderson, 2002; Howell & Saye, 2017). Therefore, it is worth 

considering the positive impact of teachers developing their inquiry skills through instructional 

planning. 

      When asked about her experience with inquiry as a learner, DM reflected on significant 

experiences with questioning and inquiry, “I think back over 33 years ago, things were very 

different. Then, we believed what we heard; we did not question it. I came from that generation, 

so it was a different mindset.” She explained that when she returned to school for her master’s 

degree, she took a Teaching Reading course, “I loved it, how she taught it. It made me think 

deeper about reading and constantly question what I read.” This experience prompted DM to 

teach reading. 

      As a reading teacher in the County, she participated in shared inquiry with the Great 

Books Foundation, “That was my first experience ever with questioning and inquiry and learning 

about how to ask interpretive questions, factual questions, and evaluative questions and digging 

deeper, being more of a facilitator instead of, yeah, that’s the right answer.” DM considered the 
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training, “just very life-changing. I’ve never had anything in college or in my previous years of 

teaching like this. So that was the first time; that’s where it got me into how to have a true, 

inquiry-based discussion.” 

       However, DM noted, “It took me, I think, until I went back to teaching sixth grade and 

worked directly with my ELA supervisor (County), that I had to make sure that it was a student-

center class and not a DM classroom.” She described working with the County supervisor as “a 

good eye-opener for me; as I said, I’m always willing to grow. I wish I would get more 

constructive criticism as a teacher.” The supervisor taped DM’s class for training purposes, 

which gave her a reflective opportunity, and the experience resulted in collaboration on the 

County ELA curriculum. 

      DM reiterated that she continually seeks learning opportunities that can inform her 

classroom practice. She explained, “Again, reading is what really grabbed me, and then I guess 

I’ve done little mini workshops and YouTube shared inquiries, like watching other high school 

classrooms.” She continued, “Again, most of my training, I feel like I self-train because I’ve not 

really had many opportunities teaching.” DM explained that she “goes down the ‘rabbit hole’  

finding free webinars or at a nominal cost because I don’t feel like I have had many opportunities 

at school.” 

      DM initially focused on sharing significant college and professional experiences, so I 

wondered if she had encountered inquiry in her K -12 education. When asked, DM recalled,  

I was part of a pilot program in 7th  and 8th  grade, an ISCIS program, which was all self-

discovery science. It was an individual science; you would get a workbook, and you 

would do a science experiment, and then you would write about what you’ve learned, and 

that’s all I did. It was fun!  
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 DM explained, “It was probably one of the best things that I did in school because the 

only other thing that I remember that I loved was a 7th-grade English class with us sitting in 

groups and allowing us to do group assignments.” DM explained, “I would have been a much 

better student if this is how I could learn.” DM explained that she remembered sitting in rows 

and lectures in all her other classes.  

      While considering these significant learning experiences, she noted that “having my 

supervisor mentor me and going to a couple of in-services, that’s where the power came from. 

Because I’ll tell you, I was not this type of teacher my first year teaching.” DM reflected on her 

experience with her county supervisor, “She trusted me, and I feel like she allowed me to be 

vulnerable; if I fell, I never felt like I was falling. I think you have to feel safe.” In addition, DM 

explained, “With teaching, not everything is going to be perfect all the time; you’re going to 

make a mistake, you are human, and you have to be okay with that.” DM concluded, “That’s 

how we all grow; we’re not going to grow if everything is perfect.” 

      DM established “questioning” as a mindset that was not normal for her growing up. In 

describing her experiences in K-12, she contrasted inquiry science with typical lectures, and 

much like DJ, DM preferred inquiry learning. DM mainly focused on her experiences that caused 

a shift in her mindset. She highlighted professional development and mentoring to support 

inquiry in English Language Arts. Her training helped her develop questioning skills related to 

Dimension 1 of the C3 Framework’s Inquiry Arc, which focuses on creating compelling and 

supporting questions to guide inquiry. More importantly, DM described a mentorship that 

allowed her to be vulnerable, make mistakes, and grow as an educator. It is worth considering 

that this experience affected DM’s ability to support students similarly during IBL. Finally, 

DM’s training in ELA proved to be transferable to her practice in social studies. Therefore, it is 
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likely that experiences that support an inquiry mindset and professional development that builds 

pedagogical skills, such as questioning, might support teachers’ use of inquiry. 

     After this account, I wondered why DM, like DJ, did not mention her gifted education 

training as significant. When asked about the Gifted Certification related to questioning and 

inquiry, DM explained that the certification followed the ELA training, which was “many, many 

years ago, and I don’t recall anything on more of questioning or problem-based solving.” She 

characterized the gifted training as foundations and assessments. However, later, DM became a 

gifted certification trainer for the faculty,  

We started teaching it and playing around, and I was able to write some curriculum; 

that’s where we got into the element of thought or the elements of reasoning and different 

types of questioning. Now, as a trainer for the Gifted Certification, we do shared inquiry 

and Socratic seminars. 

DM’s experience is significant because she seized an opportunity to promote inquiry practices 

and explained that she felt compelled to model these practices in her classroom. Thus, as 

teachers learned, DM’s classroom practices provided a model of inquiry in context. The value of 

long-term mentoring and modeling to promote IBL in schools is worth considering.   

      During the time DM served as a trainer, she also taught ELA, Academic Habits, and an 

engineering class. She explained the significance of her engineering training for 3D printing and 

robotics, “I'm not a spatial thinker, so every day over Christmas break, I went out to the school to 

work on the program for eight hours a day” She emphasized, “It was not my love, but I knew 

that program inside and out. So if a kid made a mistake, I knew it and could lead them back.” 

She related the experience to teaching problem-solving, “but never, even with the 3D printing, I 

would never look in my book and try to figure out the answer. Instead, I would try to walk 
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through my head with the answer. So that’s what I tried to teach the kids.” DM ultimately 

returned to the social studies classroom," I don’t know, I love it; I love social studies. I love it 

because I feel like I’m continuing to learn because I don’t have that strong background, like 

people who have taken history.”  

      DM mainly focused on sharing ELA experiences; therefore, I wondered about her 

participation in social studies professional development. When asked about formal social studies 

training, she explained, “I've just taken what I have learned from teaching reading. At first, I 

didn’t have DBQ training, and I self-trained because they weren’t offering anything when I 

jumped into the social studies position.” Eventually, she participated in DBQ training, “I got 

another layer. When I go to an in-service, if there’s something on creativity, critical thinking, or 

questioning, I’ll sign up for that; I just went to a questioning in-service.” DM explained that she 

is constantly looking for professional development and works to build her content knowledge in 

social studies. 

      These examples demonstrate DM’s self-motivation for continuous learning and risk-

taking, and self-motivation is characteristic of resilient educators (Boon, 2020). Resilience is 

significant to overcoming barriers in a dynamic context. For example, as mentioned and recorded 

in the researcher’s reflective journal, DM’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic protocols was 

hopeful; she persisted and adapted her practice to address protocols and maintained an inquiry 

approach to learning. It is also significant to note that DM engages in ongoing and repeated 

professional development for skills that support IBL. For example, she attended DBQ 

(document-based question- historical inquiry) training even after using it in the classroom for 

some time, “I got another layer.” It is worth considering that DM’s engagement in professional 
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development supports the research that isolated professional development has little effect and 

long-term sustained PD is necessary for reform (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). 

Summary 

 The teachers have similar backgrounds and experiences that informed their practice and 

the central role of inquiry-based learning. Notably, both have significant teaching experience, 

which began before The A Plus Education Reform Act of 2000, The No Child Left Behind Act 

of 2001, and the implementation of The State Performance Standards in 2005. The Acts and the 

Standards created more accountability and introduced more high-stakes testing, a noted barrier to 

the use of inquiry (Grant, C. 2018). In addition, they described meaningful experiences early in 

their careers that entailed the freedom to plan independently. It is worth considering that before 

federal and State accountability mandates, they gained significant pedagogical knowledge from 

independent planning, which continues to inform their practice. 

      The teachers’ backgrounds are atypical for middle school social studies teachers; they 

have undergraduate degrees in the humanities or social sciences, not history or education. 

Nevertheless, each teacher noted how their background positively affected their content 

knowledge. Both teachers detailed significant learning experiences that built their pedagogical 

knowledge, such as interdisciplinary teaching and exposure to inquiry-based curricula through 

History Alive. Yerdon et al. (2023) also found such experiences with inquiry-based learning 

significant for one new social studies teacher. In addition, each highlighted their teaching 

experience with ELA in middle school as important to their practice regarding questioning and 

helping students develop evidence-based arguments critical to inquiry-based learning, as detailed 

in Dimensions 1 and 4 of the C3 Inquiry Arc.  
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      As recorded in the researcher’s reflective journal, the teachers were adamant about 

communicating their efforts to engage in continuous, self-selected professional development to 

build content, pedagogical, and pedagogical-content knowledge. Both explained significant PD 

experiences like place-based learning and shared inquiry with the Great Books Foundation. DM 

explained she regularly sought professional development for critical thinking and participated in 

pilot programs and research to grow as an individual and an educator. DJ expressed her 

disappointment that more colleagues did not take the same PD approach. Finally, both 

participants held leadership roles in their schools and the larger education community, in which 

they advocated for inquiry-based learning.   

      The teachers shared experiences that focused on building content, pedagogical and 

pedagogical content knowledge, which supported their ability to engage in inquiry-based 

learning. As stated previously, successful IBL requires that teachers be skilled at planning, 

instruction, and assessment and possess strong content knowledge and disciplinary skills 

(Anderson, 2002; Howell & Saye, 2017). They also expressed attitudes, beliefs, and dispositions 

that support inquiry-based learning. For example, DM demonstrated a tolerance for risk as she 

accepted teaching assignments for which she had little background experience. She also believed 

all students could engage in inquiry, as indicated when explaining the ELA and social studies 

pilot program. DJ explained how she communicated a “can-do” attitude to students by saying, 

“You can’t do it yet,” when they were frustrated with academic struggles.  

      Collectively, their experiences supported the development of skills necessary to 

implement inquiry learning and happened in a non-linear manner over a significant period.  This 

data supports the literature on professional development for inquiry-based learning; no single 

approach is likely to further the use of inquiry in K-12 social studies classrooms. Therefore, it is 
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worth considering how the continuous development of skills described by the teachers might 

affect teachers’ conceptions and use of inquiry-based learning. 

Why are Teachers’ Conceptions of Inquiry Significant? 

       Defining inquiry can be tricky for teachers and depends on their experiences and the 

context in which they encountered the concept. In addition, various conceptions of inquiry are 

common across disciplines and change over time, which creates confusion for K-12 educators 

(Barrow, 2006; Cattaneo, 2017; Mayer, 2004). Therefore, to understand how professional 

development might play a role in inquiry practice, it is important to understand teachers’ 

conceptions of inquiry and how they construct their beliefs about inquiry, which likely guide 

their practice.     

       For this study, inquiry-based learning (IBL) is defined as a learner-centered approach to 

exploring questions using sources to construct evidence-based arguments (Grant et al., 2017a). 

The three central elements of IBL are questions, tasks, and sources, which characterize the main 

elements of inquiry in the scholarly literature (Grant et al., 2017a). This conception is also 

central to the C3 Framework’s Inquiry Arc, intended to promote and clarify inquiry in social 

studies (NCSS, 2013).  

       During the participant selection phase of the study, prospective participants submitted 

sample inquiry lessons they had previously implemented as evidence of their understanding and 

use of inquiry in the social studies classroom. During the screening interview, they described the 

questions, tasks, and sources related to the sample inquiry lessons. Therefore, the teachers in the 

study evidenced an understanding of the elements of inquiry-based learning that guide the study.     

However, further exploration of their conceptions of inquiry was necessary to address the 

research questions. Teachers were also asked about the C3 Framework because it reflects 
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recommended inquiry practice by the National Council for the Social Studies and Action Civics 

because it is an additional inquiry practice used at the County level. 

Data: Teachers’ Conceptions of Inquiry 

      Both teachers explained their conception of inquiry using examples of questions, sources, 

and tasks that aligned with the study’s definition. They highlighted the student-centered nature of 

inquiry and the application of knowledge to real-world issues. Their responses reflected 

practiced-based conceptions of inquiry and provided contrasting examples of pedagogy based on 

their experiences. 

Table 3  

Teachers’ Conceptions of Inquiry___________________________________________________ 

Teacher 1 DJ  

     “Inquiry-based learning is going to be more where you're learning by investigating.” 

      “It's the application of your knowledge.” 

 

Teacher 2 DM  

     “There's an element of that real life. How are you going to apply this to life?” 

     “There's questioning, and sometimes the questioning can go in different directions." 

      "There's facilitating as an instructor, whether it's facilitating, helping students get the material 

       or allowing them to find the material." 

      "I think some inquiry-based learning would be student-generated questions and other  

       inquiry-based would be teacher-generated questions.” 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Teachers Responses Interview One: Conception of Inquiry____________________________ 

3. What is your understanding of inquiry-based learning, or how would you explain it to a 

new teacher?  

4. What is your understanding of the C3 Framework and Action Civics?  

 To prompt the use of examples, teachers were asked to explain their answers as they 

 would to a new teacher.  
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Teacher 1 DJ  

 When asked how she would explain inquiry-based learning, DJ responded, “Inquiry-

based learning is going to be more where you’re learning by investigating; you’re learning by not 

just trying to find a fill-in-the-blank answer.” She continued, “The simplest way I could tell you 

is that it’s the application of your knowledge and the facts you learn.” Then, referring to the wall 

behind her chair, DJ directed my attention, “You see this big picture behind me? It’s how it fits 

into the big picture versus just answering a question to say we’ve answered it.”  

 DJ followed up by saying that she would then show the new teacher examples of inquiry 

on a small and large scale. She provided an example,  

Rather than just looking at the CIA World Factbook and listing natural resources, we 

look at some pictures of this country and see how people use natural resources and then 

apply how those affect jobs. How does this go from one thing here, the natural resources, 

to how that affects jobs?  

DJ continued, “So we do an activity carrousel with all of these things fitting together versus just 

here’s a chart, we’re going to fill out a chart and say we’re done, that we know they have some 

natural resources.” She elaborated, “We know they have a climate, and once we get that 

information, we have to glean how this fits together; it affects where people live and what they 

trade.” DJ explained that the impact of climate is an essential standard in sixth grade, so she likes 

to use it as an example to describe inquiry. 

       DJ’s conception of inquiry includes using questions, sources, and tasks that align with the 

study’s definition. She makes a point to discern what inquiry is and what it is not. It is evident 

that DJ’s experience with high school social studies,  previously described as “notes on a 
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chalkboard,” contrasted with her conception of inquiry. For example, she points out practices 

such as making a chart in isolation that contrast her practice preferences but reflects her high 

school experiences. She also provided examples of how her conception of inquiry affects her 

practice, such as selecting a critical standard and helping students ask questions to determine the 

effects of climate.  

      When asked to explain the C3 Framework and Action Civics, DJ responded, “C3 would 

be taking informed action at the end.” She then provided details, “that is where you have a 

compelling question of a bigger picture question of where you want to go, and then you have 

smaller pieces that support that to pull together to answer your question.” DJ continued, “Then, 

rather than here, we just are doing something at the end to say we’re done; you create something 

that answers your question, whether that is a writing piece in the form of a DBQ or an IDM.” 

She elaborated,  

Ultimately you want content that lends itself to taking action, or you want to connect that 

to the real world. So you spread that out so that learning is not just this abstract thing but 

fits into what they're learning; the bigger picture fits with what they've learned. 

 DJ was also familiar with Actions Civics because she served as a judge for Project Soapbox, 

part of the Mikva Challenge promoted by the County’s social studies specialist. However, she 

did not elaborate. 

      Here DJ’s response is more formal than her general conception of inquiry and reflects her 

experience with professional development. She explained the elements of the C3 Inquiry Arc and 

identified that informed action distinguishes the C3 Inquiry Arc from other forms of inquiry-

based learning. Her distinction is significant because it reflects an understanding that inquiry-

based learning has elements and different approaches or conceptions (Barrow, 2006; Cattaneo, 
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2017; Mayer, 2004). She also points out that informed action should be purposeful and create 

something that answers the compelling question. This point further reflects how her experiences 

have affected her beliefs as she provides examples of appropriate and inappropriate inquiry 

practices. Thus, it is worth considering the benefits of multiple and varied IBL professional 

development experiences for inquiry to be central to a teacher’s practice. 

Teacher 2 DM  

 When asked how she would explain inquiry-based learning to a new teacher, DM 

responded, "Okay, so I think there’s an element of that real-life. How are you going to apply this 

to life? There’s questioning, and sometimes the questioning can go in different directions.” DM 

continued, “There’s facilitating as an instructor, whether facilitating, helping students get the 

material, or allowing them to find the material.” She explained that facilitating is based on the 

unit or student levels. For example, a new teacher would probably provide the students with 

resources for the first inquiry. Although she explained that students must understand the types of 

resources, biases, and points of view, “It's not something you can just say, oh, here, give this to 

your kids and have them do it; inquiry needs some guidance. It needs discussion.” She added, 

“But I also believe a teacher cannot be judgemental. I can't tell a student that you are just going 

in the wrong direction. Instead, I might throw some questions to the student and have them show 

me their evidence.” DM said that you cannot have judgment, but you must guide students to 

support their thinking with evidence; students need to evaluate and justify. DM further clarified,  

I think some inquiry-based learning would be student-generated questions, and other 

inquiry-based would be teacher-generated questions. I don’t think it always has to be 

reading material; I think inquiry-based learning can use pictures, artwork, sculptures, 

videos, and music. I don't think it only needs to be text.   
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       DM also explained her conception of inquiry using examples of questions, sources, and 

tasks that align with the study’s definition. She focused on the teacher’s role as a facilitator in the 

process of IBL, the importance of refraining from judgment and guiding and supporting students 

by scaffolding the inquiry process. Her description of the facilitator role closely resembles her 

experience with her ELA supervisor as she helped DM to be reflective in her practice and served 

as a guide. DM also drew attention to scaffolding practices such as instruction on bias and points 

of view to help students evaluate sources. Additionally, she mentioned the need for discussion, 

which is not a prescribed element of the inquiry process, but a scaffolding technique that 

supports the inquiry process. Her responses are consistent with the literature regarding the 

significance of facilitation; to make inquiry work, teachers need to create an environment where 

students can engage with ideas, and the responsibility of learning shifts from teacher to student 

(Grant et al., 2017a). 

      When asked about the C3 Framework and Action Civics used in the County, DM 

explained that she remembered using the related website and thought she pulled lessons relevant 

to history but was unsure and did not want to guess. She was also familiar with Project Soapbox, 

part of the Mikva Challenge, but like DJ, she did not elaborate.  

      Here it is important to note that based on DM’s lack of familiarity with the C3 

Framework, it is assumed that her conception of inquiry is based on experiences before the 

County introduced professional development for inquiry through Action Civics and the Inquiry 

Design Model. As noted in the literature review, inquiry-based learning is not new pedagogy, 

and scholars have advocated for its use over the past century. DM’s responses reflect her 

ongoing engagement with professional development, as she references using the new resources 

for IBL made available through NCSS. It is worth considering that when introducing new 
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approaches to IBL, PD facilitators should highlight the common elements of inquiry to minimize 

confusion, avoid overwhelming teachers, and build on teachers existing knowledge.  

Why are Teachers’ Experiences Using Inquiry Significant? 

      Constructivist theory serves as a framework for this study. It suggests that teachers learn as 

they interact in their context, and such experiences shape their beliefs and attitudes about 

teaching and learning. Therefore, as teachers gain experience using inquiry-based learning, their 

beliefs about inquiry practices, students’ capacities, and self-efficacy develop (Kagan, 1992). 

Such beliefs likely guide classroom practice (Nespor, 1987). Therefore, it was necessary to 

understand teachers’ experiences using IBL to understand the exemplary practices evidenced to 

address the research question; it is worth considering how they got there. 

Data: Teachers’ Experiences Using Inquiry 

      Inquiry-based learning was central to both teachers’ practices and characterized by varied 

formats, depths, and frequencies. Their use of multiple formats reflects their experiences and 

broad conceptions of inquiry. Additionally, both teachers’ responses reflect their use of long-

term instructional planning and knowledge of students to guide their use of inquiry.  
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Table 4  

Teachers’ Experiences Using Inquiry in the Classroom________________________________         

Teacher 1 DJ Teacher 2 DM 

Varied Formats: 

• Wow Prompts-open ended questions 

• Ponderables- open-ended question 

• Simulations 

• DBQs- document-based questions- 

Historical inquiry 

• IDMs- Inquiry Design Model 

 

Varied Depth:  

• “I would say there is small inquiry, 

but then there's bigger inquiry, and 

then there's the knockdown, drag-out.” 

 

 

 

Varied Frequency:  

• “The knockdown, drag-out, we're 

going to do this maybe three times.” 

"Ideally, that would be daily, but that's 

unrealistic." 

• “open-ended questions every day 

when they come in.” 

 

Varied Formats: 

• Question Jar 

• “Pondering Thoughts”/Decision 

Making 

• Inquiry Stations 

• DBQs- document-based questions- 

Historical inquiry 

• History’s Mysteries 

 

Varied Depth: 

• Explanation of a History’s Mysteries 

unit that occurred over two weeks and 

“pondering thoughts” in one to two 

class periods. 

 

Varied Frequency: 

• “Tries to incorporate at least one 

significant critical thinking or inquiry 

experience in each unit.” 

• Questions in a jar and warm-ups most 

days. 

 

 

 

Teachers’ Responses Interview One: Experiences Using Inquiry_______________________ 

5. What has been your experience using inquiry-based learning? 

6. What types of inquiry might I see in your classroom? 

Teacher 1 DJ 

  When asked about the types of inquiry that might be seen in her classroom, DJ began, 

"Smaller things every day, but then when it’s a power standard, I try to do something with each 

of the bigger picture standards. It’s not enough to gain the information, so there would be 
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learning by doing.” She continued, “I would say that there is a small inquiry, but then there’s 

bigger inquiry, and then there’s the knockdown, drag-out; we’re going to do this maybe three 

times a year inquiry.” DJ explained, “Ideally, that would be every day, but that’s unrealistic.” 

However, DJ does “Wow Prompts,” which are open-ended questions that begin most classes, 

“They usually relate to what we’re doing or to some current event." 

      She pointed out, “It’s easier with Canada and Australia to do the inquiry-based learning 

task because it’s one country, versus you’re supposed to spatter it with Europe and Latin 

America, a whole bunch of countries.” She explained that she altered simulations, “I've had 

success with something that originally came from History Alive. I tweaked it with a roundtable 

debate on what should happen with the rainforest.” She emphasized that her activities are never 

the same because as times change, so does the information; therefore, she updates her inquiries.  

DJ also uses IDMs (Inquiry Design Model) and DBQs (Document Based Questions). She 

explained that she “presents DBQs sometimes not in the same terminology” because students 

may be intimidated because they heard the term from older siblings.” DJ added, “I also use 

‘Ponderables’ a lot, which are questions that support varied opinions and can be messy.” 

      Here, DJ reflects a comprehensive understanding of inquiry-based learning and 

familiarity with different formats. She explained her consistent use of IBL and elements of 

inquiry, such as open-ended questions. She varied the frequency, depth, and format of IBL and 

demonstrated an understanding of social studies-specific forms (IDM & DBQ). Additionally, DJ 

used long-term planning to incorporate inquiry into a standards-based curriculum, as evidenced 

by her comment that the study of Canada and Australia is ideal for in-depth inquiry. DJ also 

reflected confidence in her knowledge of students and pedagogy, evidenced by playing with 

inquiry terminology to maintain student motivation. She also emphasized the need to make 
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inquiry relevant by linking current events and updating IBL experiences to reflect current issues. 

DJ’s reported use of IBL reflects the NCSS (2022) recommendation that inquiry is central to 

social studies education. It is worth considering that such use of IBL is supported by cumulative 

professional experiences rather than an isolated professional development experience. 

Teacher 2 DM  

 When asked about the types of inquiry that might be seen in her classroom, DM began, “I 

felt like I had more freedom when I taught reading.” First, she explained an inquiry based on the 

book Left for Dead, where students researched building a raft they tested in class. Then, shifting 

the focus to social studies, she explained that she used DBQs (document-based questions), 

History’s Mysteries, inquiry stations with overarching questions or “pondering thoughts,”  and 

decision-making such as giving students a scenario or role, like that of a sharecropper, and 

presenting situations that necessitated gathering information to make a decision. DM noted that 

she tries to incorporate at least one significant critical thinking or inquiry experience in each unit. 

      Here, just as DJ, DM reflects a comprehensive understanding of inquiry-based learning 

and familiarity with different formats. DM briefly explained her consistent use of IBL and 

elements of inquiry, such as open-ended questions. She varied the frequency, depth, and format 

of IBL and demonstrated an understanding of a social studies-specific form (DBQ) and inquiry 

in ELA. DM pointed out that she had more freedom to use inquiry in reading than in social 

studies, likely due to the content-driven curriculum in social studies. As with DJ, it is worth 

considering that DM’s understanding and use of IBL were supported by cumulative experiences 

rather than isolated professional development. 
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Summary 

     The teachers' conceptions and use of inquiry reflect their backgrounds and experiences. 

Both have broad concepts of inquiry-based learning and understand various formats. As 

described, inquiry is central to their practice which developed over time and through interactions 

in their context.       

Finding Two  

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 Contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning are dynamic.      

___________________________________________________________________________ 

      The significance of interview questions (See Appendices C & F), emerging themes, and 

supporting data for Finding Two are detailed below. Data were collected from interviews with 

participants to learn about their conceptions of the social studies programs at their schools and 

perceptions of their teaching contexts related to inquiry-based learning. In addition, public 

documents and reflective journals were analyzed for triangulation. Tables and summaries 

highlight themes detailed in the rich narrative, which aimed to give the teacher participants a 

voice, support the conclusions, and account for the data collection limitations due to COVID-19 

safety protocols.   

Why are Teachers’ Conceptions of the Social Studies Program Significant? 

      As indicated prior, teachers’ beliefs influence their classroom practice. For example, 

teachers’ beliefs about IBL related to their work context; they perceived contextual constraints, 

including content coverage and a lack of age-appropriate resources for IBL (Voet & Wever, 

2016). Voet and Wever (2016)  found that even teachers who believed in the value of inquiry-

based learning remained skeptical that they could implement IBL with time and content 

constraints.  
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     Considering that teachers must plan using state standards and are accountable to the 

County, comparing the State Standards and County program with the teachers’ conceptions of 

the program made sense because such guidelines are part of their teaching contexts and may 

affect their use of inquiry-based learning. Therefore, document analysis of State Standards and 

the County social studies program and resources illuminated the general teaching context for 

triangulation. In addition, document analysis focused on identifying support for inquiry, content 

pacing guides, and content-related IBL resources.  

Data: Teachers’ Conceptions of the Social Studies Program 

      Both teachers explained their school’s social studies program in terms of teachers’ 

pedagogical choices using the required State Standards and County recommendations. 

Essentially, teachers are the program, and the program dynamics change based on 

teachers’practices. Both teachers delineated between the intended State and County curriculum 

and the school’s enacted curriculum. Document analysis of State standards and the County 

program show that the teachers accurately understand the central role of inquiry as prescribed by 

the State and County. Data from the State standards and the County program are included after 

the participants’ responses for triangulation. 
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Table 5  

Teachers’ Conceptions of the Social Studies Program__________________________________ 

Teacher 1 DJ 

  

• Teachers are the social studies program. 

• Pedagogical choices that mirror the County recommendations, "I would say 40, 60, 60 percent 

of the classes; you would see elements of that predominantly, 40 percent you're going to see 

clinging to a more traditional approach.” 

 

Teacher 2 DM  

 

• Teachers are the social studies program.  

               

 

 

Teachers’ Responses Interview One: Conceptions of the Social Studies Program_________  

7. How would you describe the social studies program at your school? 

To prompt the use of examples, teachers were asked to explain their answers as they would to a 

new teacher. 

8. Does it reflect the County program? 

Teacher 1 DJ  

 When asked about the social studies program at her school, DJ explained that many 

teachers teach social studies due to schedule needs and not by choice because they are certified 

in social studies. In addition, teachers with different primary content responsibilities do not 

regularly attend the social studies PLC (Professional Learning Group) meetings. Therefore, they 

are less enthusiastic about engaging in the County recommendations, “what we’re supposed to be 

doing, learning by doing.”  Therefore, to learn about the social studies program, she would 

recommend that new teachers seek out veteran social studies teachers and County resources. 

Here, DJ implies a disconnect between the intended and enacted curriculum. When asked if the 
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social studies program at her school mirrored the County’s intended program, she responded, “I 

would say 40, 60, 60 percent of the classes, you would see elements of that predominantly, 40 

percent you’re going to see clinging to more traditional.” 

      Interestingly, DJ described the social studies program in terms of the social studies 

teachers. The program then reflects teachers’ pedagogical choices using the required State 

Standards and County recommendations. She alludes to the idea that the “60 percent” following 

County recommendations includes veteran social studies teachers that choose to teach social 

studies and embrace the concept of “learning by doing.” The ”60 percent” contrasts those 

teachers placed in the social studies classrooms but are more committed to their primary 

discipline, do not attend the social studies PLCs regularly, and are less enthusiastic about the 

County’s recommendations or prefer a traditional approach to their practice. It is worth 

considering that, as described, DJ’s social studies program (context) is dynamic and subject to 

change based on faculty changes, effective professional development, and teachers’ beliefs and 

attitudes.  

Teacher 2 DM  

 When asked about the social studies program at her school, DM responded,  

So our social studies program, they expect you to raise questions and plan inquiries, 

apply disciplinary tools and thinking, evaluate sources and use evidence, communicate, 

and take action. So that’s all part of what we’re supposed to do in social studies.  

DM continued, “Does the curriculum and lesson plans that are provided show that? Not always.” 

Like DJ, DM implies a disconnect between the intended and enacted curriculum. DM explained 

that when she works with a new teacher, she first looks at the big picture and unit topic. Then, 
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she unpacks the standards and asks, “Where do we want our kids to go?” and “How will we get 

them there?” DM gave an example, “Sometimes I'll suggest, like our first unit, that we have 

students do some background reading and then have them come up with their questions.” DM 

explained that students would do hands-on and dive into the work but that the teacher’s job is on 

the front end so that students can do the “meat” of the work and the teacher can facilitate.  

      When asked if the social studies program at her school mirrored the County’s program, 

DM replied, “Not necessarily, I’m working with the New Teacher’s Academy, and I know the 

teacher I’m working with has some parts of it, but I think social studies teachers love to lecture. I 

don’t know why; I guess they love the subject and want to share the information, or maybe 

they’ve been like me and don’t have the training.”  DM clarified that teachers might prefer using 

PowerPoint presentations because training is lacking, accounting for varied teaching practices.   

      DM explained her understanding of the County social studies program in terms of the 

components outlined in the County Teaching and Learning Standards for Inquiry in Social 

Studies (County Schools, 2022). However, she describes the program at her school in terms of 

the teachers and highlights her central role in working with new social studies teachers. 

Therefore, the program is similar to DJ’s description, reflecting teachers’ pedagogical choices 

using the required State Standards and County recommendations. Like DJ, DM explains that the 

curriculum in practice does not always reflect the County’s advice and that some teachers prefer 

a lecture approach.  

 Describing the social studies program in terms of the teachers makes sense. Thornton 

(1989) argues that teachers are curricular-instructional gatekeepers, “they are normally the 

primary determinant of content, sequence, and instructional strategy (p. 5). Curricular-

instructional gatekeeping is a decision-making process guided by a teacher’s frame of reference, 
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which includes their beliefs as described by Nespor (1987) in the conceptual framework for the 

study. For example, teachers’ beliefs about student motivation may make them more or less 

inclined to try inquiry-based learning, as student motivation can be challenging to maintain 

depending on the rigor. Teachers may also hold traditional beliefs about the purpose of social 

studies education and therefore see their role as agents of cultural transmission, making them 

more likely to choose didactic methods (Stanley, 2005). Thornton (1989) also points out the 

significance of context to teachers’ gatekeeping and asserts that beliefs and contexts must be 

understood as a whole, especially regarding curriculum reform such as inquiry-based learning.   

 The teachers noted that the intended and enacted curricula differ. Thornton (1989) asserts 

that gatekeeping accounts for the enacted curriculum and determines the student’s social studies 

experience as the teachers described. Therefore, as explained, DM’s social studies program 

(context) is also dynamic and subject to change based on faculty changes, effective professional 

development, and changes in teachers’ beliefs and attitudes affecting instructional gatekeeping.  

State Standards  

The State standards begin with the following statement of purpose: 

“The Social Studies Frameworks provide one way that teachers, schools, and districts 

might organize and teach the State Standards of Excellence (SSE) within units. Units and 

frameworks align to connecting themes and enduring understandings that transcend units 

and courses. Ultimately, the enduring understandings are what students will take from a 

course that applies to life beyond school. All units and frameworks are designed to 

promote inquiry” (State Department of Education, 2022). 
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 State Resources 

The State provides pacing guides based on units of study connected by themes such as 

conflict and change, culture, and governance and highlights enduring understandings for students. In 

addition, the sample unit plans include a comprehensive inquiry unit for grades 6th  through 8th .  

For example, a sixth-grade inquiry unit, “How can there be a balance between development and 

damage to the environment?” can be found in the resource section on the SDOE site (SDOE, 

2022). However, inquiry resources are limited to specific content topics, and not all the resources 

in the units are current with working links. 

County Program  

At the county level, expectations for inquiry in K-12 are outlined in the County Teaching 

and Learning Standards for Inquiry in Social Studies (County Schools, 2022). For example, in 

middle school, students are expected to: 

draft questions and plan inquiries by explaining how the questions represent key ideas in 

the field and by explaining how experts have points of agreement about interpretations 

and ideas associated with the questions (County School, 2022) 

determine the kinds of sources that will be helpful in answering the questions, taking into 

consideration the points of view represented in the sources (County School, 2022) 

gather relevant information from sources while using the origin, author, content, and 

corroborative value of the sources (County School, 2022) 

evaluate the credibility of a source by determining its relevance and intended use (County 

School, 2022) 
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construct arguments using claims and evidence from sources while acknowledging the 

strengths and limitations of the arguments (County School, 2022) 

construct explanations using reasoning, examples, and details with relevant information 

and data while acknowledging the strengths and weaknesses of the explanations” (County 

School, 2022) 

present adaptations of arguments and explanations on topics of interest to others to reach 

audiences and venues outside the classroom using print and digital technologies (County 

School, 2022) 

 County Resources 

  At the county level, inquiry-based learning resources are only available through 

StateVirtual, and modules are guided by inquiry questions such as, Why do people migrate? 

(State Virtual, 2022). However, no specific resources are available for middle school.  

Summary  

     The teachers’ responses highlight differences between the intended and enacted 

curriculum. Their conceptions of the intended curriculum and role of inquiry are consistent with 

State Standards and the County program. Document analysis of the State Social Studies 

Standards for middle school (6-8)  and the County program revealed inquiry as a recommended 

practice.  
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Why are Teachers’ Beliefs about Contextual Barriers Significant? 

      This study focused on teacher practices to address perceived contextual barriers to 

inquiry-based learning; therefore, it was necessary to understand teachers’ perceptions of 

contextual barriers. As detailed in Chapter One, research indicates that contextual constraints 

affect teachers’ use of inquiry-based learning (Anderson, 2002; DiBlase & McDonald, 2015; 

Howell & Saye, 2017; Voet & Wever, 2016). Constructivist theory suggests that as teachers 

interact in their context, they learn and develop beliefs and attitudes about teaching and learning. 

As teachers gain experience in the classroom using inquiry, their beliefs may change (Kagan, 

1992) and guide classroom practice (Nespor, 1987). Thus, if research is intended to direct or 

improve teachers' practices, it makes sense to consider teachers' reasons for acting as they do and 

the beliefs that make them amenable to changes in practice (Nespor, 1987). 

Data: Teachers’ Beliefs about Contextual Barriers 

      Both teachers reported using inquiry or elements of inquiry regularly and indicated that 

IBL was central to their practice. However, the teachers identified barriers to inquiry-based 

learning in their context related to time, collaborative mandates, fixed mindsets, student 

characteristics, and sociopolitical factors. The barriers were inherently dynamic and changed 

throughout the study. Barriers are listed in Table 6, and examples of their dynamics are 

explained in the narrative. 
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Table 6  

Teachers’ Beliefs about Contextual Barriers 

Contextual Barrier   Theme                       Teacher 1 DJ                        Teacher 2 DM 

Time 

 

Time N/A • Time for planning self-

created lessons, inquiry 

resources 

Shared 

Expectations 

Collaborative 

Mandates 
• Administrative 

directives for 

collaborative planning 

and implementation of 

similar lessons.   

• Administrative directives 

      for collaborative 

      planning and   

      implementation of  

      lessons. 

Fixed Mindset Fixed Mindset • Students’ beliefs that 

learning should be 

straightforward and 

linear. 

 

• Teachers take a 

traditional approach 

even when offered 

assistance with IBL 

planning.  

 

• The job is to teach the 

content. 

 

• Teachers’ low self-

efficacy related to 

inquiry 

 

• Administrators’ linear 

conception of planning 

with the State standards 

and support for 

traditional methods. 

• Students’ beliefs 

      that learning should be  

      straightforward and 

      linear. 
 

• Teachers’ beliefs about 

students’ abilities 

Age of Students Characteristics 

of Students 
• The age of 6th graders 

limits their 

opportunities to “take 

action,” as outlined in 

Dimension Four of the 

C3 Framework 

N/A 
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Teachers’ Responses Interviews One & Three: Contextual Barriers to Inquiry___________  

      Participants were told that research indicates contextual barriers to inquiry exist and vary 

considerably based on context. They were asked to consider their specific context (school or 

county) and explain the barriers they perceived to inquiry-based learning. In the final interview, 

teachers explained adjustments to planned instruction based on contextual barrier dynamics. 

9. Considering your specific context, what is your perception of the contextual barriers to 

implementing inquiry-based learning in social studies? 

 Teacher 1 DJ 

 When asked to consider her specific context and share her perception of the contextual 

barriers to implementing inquiry-based learning in social studies, DJ immediately responded, 

“Government systems, when I say the word democracy, I have to say immediately, hang on, I 

don’t mean Republican or Democrat. I mean, democracy as in why you have Democrats and 

Republicans.” She explained that government is the hardest thing for her to teach because of the 

area’s demographics, “As the school has become diverse, more diverse, it is becoming a trickier 

and trickier thing."  She gave an example, "I feel like I have to justify using a clip from CNN 

Student News." She explained that she had to be particularly mindful of outside factors and 

Political 

Resistance 

Demographics 

Sociopolitical 

Factors 
• Navigating the current 

political climate while 

considering all 

members of the 

learning community 

N/A 

COVID-19 

Protocols  

Sociopolitical 

Factors 
• Social Distancing 

 

• Absences 

(students/faculty) 

• Anxiety/Emotional 

Issues (students) 

• Remote Learning 
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demographics because the school is not as homogeneous as it once was, and taking that into 

account is “resisted upon sometimes.” 

      She continued, “Then the age, the age; there’s so much that we could do as far as 

finishing up the Inquiry Arc and taking informed action if we weren’t 11 years old.” DJ 

explained that she has to find ways outside the classroom for students to take informed action. 

She also explained that getting “buy-in” for inquiry from students who excel with traditional 

work is challenging because they want answers to be black and white and sometimes focus only 

on completing the work. She added that parents sometimes assist students in making work 

“pretty” instead of concentrating on the content and sensemaking. In addition, students and 

parents transitioning from elementary school often have more questions about “nontraditional” 

methods.  

       When prompted about anything she wished to add, she responded, “I'll be honest with 

you, leadership, and the makeup of your administrative staff and what they’re looking for.” 

When asked to explain what she thought her administration was looking for, DJ responded, 

“They have a hard time sometimes understanding how standards meld together and that you 

might work out pieces of four standards for longer than just, here’s one standard.” She explained, 

“It’s different than math, where math standards build on each other, whereas you have to try to 

mesh them together for the inquiry to work. It’s not just here’s one standard; it’s how bits and 

pieces of different standards come together.”  DJ explained that inquiry does not just fit in a unit 

template designed for everyone to use as required by the collaborative mandate. Her insight is 

significant because the proliferation of inquiry resources may lead teachers to assume that 

inquiries based on templates such as the IDM (Inquiry Design Model) do not require 

modification. In fact, the authors acknowledge the benefits of adapting the resources to students’ 
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needs (Grant et al., 2017). Teachers should note the significance of tailoring inquiry-based 

learning to create educational experiences appropriate for their students (Dewey, 1961; 

Thornton, 2001).  

 DJ noted that the administration did not necessarily encourage inquiry. However, she 

mentioned an upcoming administrative change and hoped the new administration would have 

different pedagogical views. DJ said, “At the County level, we don’t even have a social studies 

coordinator right now; however, the social studies coordinator and the curriculum specialist 

supported inquiry in the past.”       

Teacher 2 DM  

 When asked to consider her specific context and perceptions of the contextual barriers to 

implementing inquiry-based learning in social studies, DM immediately responded, “Time! I 

never had a hard time covering the entire curriculum; it's just the planning that goes into 

inquiry.” She explained that she wished more inquiry lessons were available but that she creates 

most herself.  She continued, “A fixed mindset of teachers is probably the biggest barrier.” She 

gave an example, “The last teacher that I worked with for so long; he just did not like my 

teaching style.” She clarified, “He really likes lectures; I’m not with him anymore.” She 

explained how a fixed mindset can also apply to students, “I see the majority of my students 

loving this, but I do see some students saying, you’re making me think, can you just show a 

PowerPoint, like all the other teachers?”  

 DM also explained that teachers at her school are expected to do the same thing; there is 

a shared expectation of implementing lessons. Such expectations make sense, as educational 

accountability measures have increased over time, an overemphasis on testing has led to 
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environments that sometimes reduce themselves to what is being tested (Schul, 2011). One way 

to address accountability measures requires teachers to uniformly plan, instruct, and assess 

students on a rigid schedule across a grade level. So, if DM wants to do inquiry-based learning, 

she has to convince her teammates. Finally, DM circled back to the significance of background 

knowledge in implementing inquiry and noted that it will always be a barrier, even though she 

constantly develops her content knowledge. 

Barriers are Dynamic    

 The teachers’ responses reflect the dynamic nature of contextual barriers. DJ explained 

that teaching government systems is challenging because of shifting demographics and 

sociopolitical factors. When she accounts for a more diverse audience, it can be met with 

resistance. In a sociopolitical environment that is increasingly fractured, the barrier likely 

intensifies as DJ addresses content related to politics. In addition, while age is not dynamic in the 

6th-grade classroom, age is a barrier to “informed action” based on administrative and societal 

receptiveness to “informed action” of our youth. For example, the current sociopolitical 

environment can discourage teachers from assisting students in civic action as part of the 

curriculum, fearing they will be accused of indoctrination (Richman & Donaldson, 2021).   

 Mindsets also proved dynamic throughout the study. DJ highlighted students’, teachers’, 

and administrators’ mindsets as barriers to IBL. Mindsets are dynamic because every year, DJ 

works with new students, often teachers and administrators, and these individuals are subject to 

changes in their beliefs based on experiences. For example, DJ explained that she works to get 

“buy-in” from students that excel at traditional work. “Buy-in” is complicated and likely varies 

based on a student’s threshold for “buy-in.”  Like DJ, DM also explained that some students 

have fixed mindsets and prefer a linear approach to learning. Therefore, each student likely 
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responded differently to DM’s persistence regarding lessons that make students “think.”  

Throughout the study, both participants described the effects of COVID-19 protocols on 

students’ mindsets which are explained in Finding Three.  

  DM started the year with new teammates and administrators. Nevertheless, as recorded in 

the researcher’s reflective journal, DM expressed optimism when describing her new colleagues' 

willingness to try inquiry. As explained in Finding Three, DM employed several practices to get 

her teammates on board with inquiry-based learning and had some initial success. However, in 

the final interview and the reflective journal, DM explained that her teammates' mindsets 

changed throughout the first semester; one teammate said, “On-level students are not ready to do 

inquiry; it’s so much easier to give them the information.” In addition, another teammate 

struggled with classroom management, “They have a very difficult 7th period.” As a result, DM 

faced a period of resistance; one teammate was no longer receptive to DM modeling inquiry in 

their class, and the other needed a break. However, DM said she was still hopeful, “Maybe I just 

need to take baby steps and not make it so overwhelming; I’m sure I can come across as 

forceful.” Interestingly, DM’s reflective journal indicated that her mindset was also affected by 

new time demands. For example, unexpected schedule disruptions like a school cancellation for 

a city parade, “I think at times I felt like I had a fixed mindset; I was ready to throw in the 

towel.” 

 The dynamics of mindsets affected the dynamics of collaborative mandates. Both 

teachers tried to plan collaboratively; however, their colleagues' mindsets changed as the year 

progressed, which affected the collaborative planning mandate. In fact, both teachers found that 

their administrators informally adjusted the collaborative mandate. For example, an administrator 

told DM, “I hope you are not expecting on-level teachers’ work to be at the same level as yours.” 
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In addition, both teachers indicated that it seemed as if administrators stopped checking for 

parity in lessons and implied the acceptance of relative similarity. Therefore, the administrators' 

expectations were also affected by contextual factors. 

 DM’s responses also reflected the inherently dynamic nature of time as a contextual 

barrier. Throughout the year, DM’s time to plan inquiry was affected by administrative, 

collegial, and personal demands and the availability of age-appropriate inquiry resources. For 

example, administrative collaborative mandates resulted in cooperative planning scenarios that 

reduced the time to create inquiry-based lessons or led to isolated planning.  

       She also explained that there were three new administrators at the start of the school 

year, and they “changed everything, which put stress on even the teachers that have been there 

for a while.” She elaborated, “We are not having live remote learning sessions, so it is hard to 

catch kids up; we also had STEAM class, a new restorative circle class for reading, and in 

January, a flex schedule elective class on Wednesdays.” She explained that the restorative circles 

addressed learning loss from the Pandemic but that she had kids in seventh grade that she did not 

know. Restorative circles meant another difficult prep, along with the Wednesday elective and 

STEAM classes. Each class reduced social studies class time and required time to prepare for 

instruction. DM paused, “I can understand as we are talking, it’s hard because I am writing four 

preps; it must be even harder for my new teachers.” It was almost as if DM had been so focused 

on dealing with her context and maintaining her classroom standards that she did not entirely 

realize how overwhelming instructional planning was. 

 At the study’s end, DM noted sociopolitical factors like the County COVID protocols 

that required remote learning, social distancing, and masking made it a “tough year.” She 

explained how responses to the Pandemic further exacerbated time as a barrier; students were 
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“suffering from anxiety” and needed more emotional attention. In addition, excessive student 

absences required additional time to keep students on track, and teacher absences necessitated 

class coverage during their planning. Therefore, DM had even less time to plan. Finally, DM 

reiterated that while she effectively addresses the barrier of content knowledge, it is consistently 

challenging because of the dynamic nature of current events; “it takes time!”  

 Finally, each barrier described is inherently dynamic, and collectively the barriers were 

dynamic as applied to different IBL units, changing throughout the study. For example, in the 

second interview, DJ was no longer focused on administrative mindsets but more on colleagues’ 

mindsets as a barrier. She was also less concerned about the political resistance and more 

focused on addressing COVID-19 protocols to implement IBL. In the first interview, DM  

focused on students’ mindsets related to linear conceptions of learning. However, during the 

second interview, she was more focused on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on students’ 

general mindsets. Therefore, while each barrier was dynamic, so were the teachers’ perceptions 

of the barrier’s significance during the study. 

Summary 

      Identifying contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning was necessary, so the teachers' 

practices to address them might be useful in similar contexts. The teachers identified time to 

plan, collaborative mandates, fixed mindsets, student characteristics, and sociopolitical factors as 

barriers to inquiry; time to plan and resources are consistent with the literature. It is assumed that 

common barriers, such as content coverage, students’ lack of procedural and background 

knowledge, space, and high-stakes testing, were mitigated to some degree because the teachers 

did not mention them as significant (Voet & Wever, 2016). It makes sense that the State or 

County guidelines were not perceived as contextual barriers because, as indicated, they promote 
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inquiry. Also, before formal data collection, analysis of the school websites revealed support for 

problem-solving at DM’s school, “an engaging nurturing community of learners seeking to 

promote democracy, civility, conservation, and problem-solving through our STEAM platform” 

(Countyk12.org). As the study progressed, the dynamic nature of the barriers became significant 

and required the flexible use of the knowledge and skills identified in Finding Three. 

Finding Three 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Teacher practices to address contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning related to their 

knowledge of students and long-term instructional planning, collaboration, scaffolding,  

and facilitation skills. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

      

      The significance of interview questions (See Appendix F), emerging themes, and 

supporting data for Finding Three are detailed below and directly address the research question: 

How do teachers address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based learning in the middle 

school (6th-8th) social studies classroom?  Data were collected from interviews with participants 

to learn about their practices to address the contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning; 

scaffolding served as a predetermined code. In addition, public documents and reflective journals 

were analyzed for triangulation.  

     Before the interviews, teacher-generated lesson plans were examined for evidence of 

inquiry, alignment with the definition of inquiry that guides this study (a learner-centered 

approach to exploring questions using sources to construct evidence-based arguments, Grant et 

al., 2017a), alignment with State standards, and approach to planning. After the interviews, the 

lessons were crosschecked for practices identified in the interviews. DM’s reflective journals 
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supplemented perceptions and practices and are referenced accordingly. Tables and summaries 

highlight themes detailed in the rich narrative, which aimed to give the teacher participants a 

voice, account for the data collection limitations, and support the claims that addressed the 

research question: How can teachers’ practices to address contextual barriers to inquiry-based 

learning inform professional development and learning? 

Why are Scaffolding Practices Significant to Inquiry-Based Learning? 

       Research in Chapter One shows that scaffolding is significant to IBL based on its positive 

effects on learning outcomes (Alfieri et al., 2011). Scaffolding is an instructional practice where 

teachers engage students in their zone of proximal development using various instructional 

techniques to progressively move students toward stronger understanding and more learning 

independence (Vygotsky, 1978). In addition, scaffolding methods support students during the 

inquiry process by making disciplinary thinking and strategies explicit and reducing the 

cognitive load (e.g., Quintana, 2004).  

     There are multiple methods of scaffolding to support students in IBL. For example, hard 

scaffolds are static supports planned based on perceived student difficulties. Soft scaffolds are 

dynamic, situation-specific practices to assist learners (Saye & Brush, 2002). Soft scaffolding 

requires teachers to use formative assessment to gauge learners’ understandings and provide 

timely support based on student responses (Saye & Brush, 2002). Soft scaffolding is generally 

offered as just-in-time when students’ understandings necessitate guidance or clarification. For 

example, “If students fail to discern differences in the messages of two civil rights figures, a 

social studies teacher might help them think more deeply about the texts by asking questions 

such as: What does John Lewis mean when he says ____? Why do you think he uses the word 

____? Do you find similar words in Martin Luther King’s speech? Do you notice any difference 
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in his tone and King’s (Saye & Brush, 2002, p. 2)?”  Once students recognize that differences 

exist, the teacher may provide additional sources to help them better understand how such 

differences arose.  

      Research indicates that teacher characteristics affect how and what scaffolds they employ 

(Saye & Brush, 2006), and nuances to teachers’ scaffolding practices are based on their 

knowledge of students and the discipline (Monte-Sano et al., 2014). Considering the breadth of 

scaffolding strategies and their significance to IBL, it makes sense to explore teacher practices 

using the construct of scaffolding. 

Data: Teachers’ Practices to Address Contextual Barriers to Inquiry-Based Learning 

        The teachers used their knowledge of students and long-term instructional planning, 

collaboration, scaffolding, and facilitation skills to address contextual barriers to inquiry-based 

learning through exemplary practices. The knowledge and skills are defined for clarity: 

Knowledge of Students: knowledge of students’ cognitive, social, physical, and 

emotional development. Teachers combine knowledge of general development with the 

knowledge of individual students to design and provide appropriate instruction (NBPTS, 

2022). 

Instructional planning: a purposeful activity that precedes the delivery of instruction; the 

nature and quality are heavily dependent on the teacher’s previous experience and 

knowledge acquired from teaching (John, 2006). Teacher decision-making in 

instructional planning is a two-fold process that consists of short (e.g., planning for a 

lesson) and long-term planning (e.g., planning for teaching a series of lessons or a 

course). 
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Collaboration: teachers working together to lead, instruct, and mentor students to 

improve student learning and achievement (Carrol et al., 2021).                       

Facilitation: facilitating students’ work by creating an environment where students can 

engage with ideas and the responsibility of learning shifts from teacher to student (Grant 

et al., 2017a). 

 DJ and DM reflected significant knowledge of their students, subject content, and how to 

make inquiry central to their practice. They also reflected dispositions that supported their 

practice; they demonstrated flexible thinking, communicated and collaborated, took risks, 

adapted to their dynamic contexts, and persisted. During the planning and implementation of the 

focus inquiry lessons, teachers used the exemplary practices detailed below to directly address 

the contextual barriers identified in the first interview: time, collaborative mandates, fixed 

mindsets, student characteristics, and sociopolitical factors.  

     As stated in Finding Two, the barriers were dynamic, and teachers’ perceptions and 

beliefs about the barriers changed during the study. For example, DJ considered students’ age a 

barrier to informed action; however, when planning the inquiry, she focused on addressing 

developmental characteristics of students’ age, such as conceptual awareness and processing 

skills over informed action. Additionally, teachers addressed barriers simultaneously. For 

example, collaborative mandates and colleagues’ fixed mindsets were addressed simultaneously, 

and students’ mindsets with student characteristics. Therefore, the practices are explained 

accordingly, along with the supporting knowledge and skills to understand how they 

implemented such practices and to inform professional development. 
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Teacher-generated Lesson: DJ 

  Document analysis of DJ’s focus inquiry unit showed alignment with the inquiry 

definition that guides this study. In addition, the lessons aligned with the State standards listed on 

the problem statement sheet: SS6G10: The students will explain the impact of location, climate, 

natural resources, and population distribution on Europe and the sub-standards: Compare how 

the location, climate, and natural resources of the United Kingdom, and Russia affect where 

people live and how they trade. Compare how the location, climate, and natural resources of 

Germany and Italy affect where people live and how they trade.  

      The unit focus was a problem statement: “The International Olympic Committee (IOC) is 

in crisis. The 2022 Winter Olympics location has just pulled out due to a global pandemic. They 

need to find a new location ASAP!” Students assumed the roles of delegation members from 

assigned countries. The inquiry question was, “Why should your country be selected for this 

event?” Student groups were required to explore a resource bank to construct an argument based 

on their country’s infrastructure, location, climate, population distribution, and trade.  

Teacher-generated Lesson: DM 

  Document analysis of DM’s focus inquiry unit aligned with the inquiry definition that 

guides this study (inquiry- a learner-centered approach to exploring questions using sources to 

construct evidence-based arguments (Grant et al., 2017a). In addition, the lessons aligned with 

the State standards listed: SS8H4. Explain significant factors that affected westward expansion in 

State between 1789 and 1840. The unit focused on two inquiry questions: “Does the government 

have the right to take land?” and “How has the study of the Trail of Tears affected the way you 

view the world?” Students were required to explore resources to construct written, evidenced-

based arguments.  
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Table 7  

Teachers’ Practices to Address Contextual Barriers to Inquiry-based Learning 

Contextual Barriers         Teacher Practices                               Skills 

Time • Adapting existing lessons and 

activities 

• Primary source banks 

• Long-term 

instructional 

planning 

• Collaboration 

 

Collaborative Mandates 

                    & 

Fixed Mindsets: Colleagues  

• Co-planning 

• Shared scaffolding practices 

• Shared facilitation practices 

• Modeled inquiry 

• Collaborated with Special 

Education co-teacher 

 

• Long-term 

instructional 

planning 

• Collaboration 

• Knowledge of 

Students 

Fixed Mindset: Students 

                     & 

Students Characteristics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Orienting 

• Modeling processing skills 

• Checklists 

• Questioning techniques 

• Graphic organizers 

• Rephrasing questions 

• Writing sentence stems 

• Resource banks 

• Explicit vocabulary instruction 

• Writing process support 

• Mini-lessons 

• Just-in-time instruction 

• Knowledge of 

Students 

• Long-term 

instructional 

planning 

• Scaffolding 

• Facilitation 

Sociopolitical Factors: 

Community Diversity 

COVID-19 Protocols 

• Mini-lessons 

• Creative use of space: hallways 

• Partner or individual 

presentations 

• Knowledge of 

Students 

• Scaffolding 

• Facilitation 
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Teachers’ Responses Interviews Two and Three: Practices to Address Contextual Barriers  

        The second interview protocols (See Appendix E & F) were specific to each participant 

based on an analysis of the first interview, the participant’s inquiry lessons that served as the 

foundation for explaining their practices, and expected scaffolding practices. The interviews 

began with a review of the barriers identified in the first interview, supported by a direct quote 

from the teacher participant and followed by a question related to the focus inquiry.  

Interview Two Example: “In the first interview, you identified fixed mindsets ‘students’ beliefs 

that learning should be straightforward or linear’ as a barrier to inquiry. Can you describe any 

considerations for students with a fixed mindset regarding inquiry?”  

Interview Three:  

1. Can you describe any modifications you made during implementation to address the  

identified barriers? 

How Did Teachers Address Time as a Contextual Barrier?  

 DM explained that time constraints made it difficult to create her inquiry lessons. For the 

focus inquiry, “I piecemeal different things that I’ve used in the past that I found successful.” For 

example, DM used activities and lessons from over a few years, such as the History’s Mysteries 

she purchased. She explained the resources she used in the inquiry, “We started talking about the 

Creek and Cherokee Indians’ treatment and how there were similar and different issues; the 

students examined some DBQs, a video, and a song, and we did blackout poetry.” She provided 

guided questions for the focus inquiry because students were unprepared to formulate questions.  

     Then DM explained the architecture, “I always look at my standards first when I do my 

backward design; that’s the first thing; I look at my standards as a whole and then group them. 
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My goal is to have my students do the learning.” She elaborated, “I look at the big picture. I don't 

look at day by day; I use backward design and have to look at the big picture because I feel like 

that’s what kids need to know.” She gave an example, “If I taught Worcester versus Georgia one 

day and the Dahlonega Gold Rush another day, I don't think that they would have seen the 

connection, so I grouped everything.” DM clarified, “Because although they're looking at it, I 

want the kids to think deeper. I just like to pop around, and I usually do this for most lessons; I 

have prepared questions.” DM explained that in addition to preparing questions for each unit, she 

adds questions based on formative assessments and students’ interest throughout the inquiry, “I 

always use the elements of thinking questions for every single unit when I plan.”  

      DM used backward design to determine the overall goals for the unit and then identified 

resources that would help students answer the inquiry questions. Some resources, such as 

History’s Mysteries, were not adapted but required DM to work with her physical space and use 

the technology lab. She selected the other resources to provide a variety and explained that she 

wanted “different sources and lengths, a map, video, textbook; one goal was for kids to see the 

bias, so I specifically looked for the language used.” DM used the Library of Congress, the 

College Board for DBQs, and general searches through Google to find resources and ideas to 

build the unit so she did not have to create resources. DM explained that her class was 

accelerated (AC), “So I wanted to make sure that it was something that required deep analysis 

and not just glance at it to pull information.” However, DM noted that the reading level and 

analysis required for the document-based portion of the inquiry made pulling resources 

challenging. Therefore, DM also used the textbook to support students when they struggled. 
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      DM addressed the lack of time to create the inquiry lesson by using long-term planning to 

identify central concepts to focus the inquiry unit. Then she selected resources that worked well 

in the past and searched for new resources based on the knowledge of her current students.       

Interestingly, DM explained that part of her planning process was to do the project herself, “I 

feel like any good practice, you’re going to go through the whole process as a teacher yourself, 

and that way I can see approximately how long it took me.” She explained that in doing so, she 

asked herself, “How long will it take my students? Where am I going to have to give them some 

extra guidance? Could I not find all the information that I wanted?” This process allowed her to 

look for additional sources and scaffold instruction based on where she thought students would 

need more support. Then, she adapted resources to scaffold instruction which can be a time 

process. DM wished more inquiry units were available that aligned with the eighth-grade 

standards. Still, she built the inquiry using existing resources such as primary source documents 

from the Library of Congress. Finally, she paired the resources with supporting questions to 

scaffold the inquiry process.  

 How did Teachers Address Collaborative Mandates and Colleagues' Fixed Mindsets as 

Contextual Barriers?  

 The teachers described collaborative mandates as administrative directives for 

collaborative planning and implementing similar lesson plans. Both teachers served as team 

leads and planned collaboratively with grade-level social studies colleagues. During the planning 

process, to varying degrees, they encountered a colleague’s fixed mindset regarding a traditional 

approach to instruction or students’ abilities. However, DJ and DM approached co-planning and 

influencing fixed mindsets differently.  
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      DJ approached collaborative planning with her sixth-grade social studies colleagues by 

advocating for inquiry and “power standards” to be central to curriculum development and long-

term planning. She shared lesson ideas and explained their developmental and cognitive 

significance. She also supported the seventh-grade social studies teachers to incorporate inquiry 

because she valued continuity in the two-year course. She explained, “I have an investment in 

those kids because I taught those kids.” However, while collaborating on the focus inquiry unit, 

she encountered fixed mindsets that she could not influence. Therefore, DJ diverged from the 

collaborative mandate because it no longer served the best interest of her students. 

My plan was to go with it, with modifications, because it was an idea that we came up 

with and shared. The fixed mindset of colleagues is what I encountered first because I 

know and firmly believe in the power standard structure and that the impact standard is 

so significant to 6th  and 7th  grade that it is the major standard. So it repeats itself, and it’s 

a big concept. So, I wanted to flesh it out a little more. But there’s been resistance to the 

power standards that’s been focused on in the district this year and trying to get people to 

go deeper. 

      DJ described the “power standard” as the standard that others support. She explained, 

“You spend less time on the others to do something bigger with the power standard, and you go 

deeper.”  Document analysis of DJ’s lesson reflected the use of a “power standard” central to 

geographic and economic understanding in the sixth-grade curriculum that allowed DJ to address 

the standard in-depth and revisit concepts throughout the year. DJ elaborated, “It’s not just a 

checklist of we’ve covered this, we’ve covered this; all standards aren’t equal, it’s going to take 

longer.” For example, she noted that, hopefully, teachers should spend more time helping 

students to justify and analyze than identifying.  
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      DJ explained to her colleagues how they could incorporate all the unit's standards and 

critical thinking elements. However, she “got pushback.” Her colleagues expressed that DJ’s AC 

(accelerated) students were capable but not on-level students. Nevertheless, DJ persisted in 

collaborating to convince her colleagues that “everybody can at least try.” She explained her 

rationale, “I'm the person that wants to see just how far students can go and get a little 

uncomfortable versus, oh, no, they can’t do that.”  

      Unfortunately, DJ’s colleagues were not interested in implementing the whole inquiry, 

especially the voting portion of the lesson that allowed students to justify and learn about 

multiple countries, not only the one they were assigned. DJ described her colleagues’ mindsets, 

“we’ve checked it off; we’ve done enough.”  DJ explained, “I realized soon that we were going 

to diverge because it was made very clear to me, no, this is a one-pager. We’re going to do this 

in three days.” She continued, 

I guess I come at it from a very different perspective of we must be fluid with something 

like this. I knew it would take longer than three days because it would pull in other 

standards. So, that is where the other teachers wanted to complete it by fall break.   

DJ expressed her frustration, “You can’t just say because I want to be done with it by the break, 

so we’re done with learning to make it fit the calendar.”  

Ultimately, DJ decided that the collaborative mandate was not in the best interest of the 

students. She implemented the complete inquiry while her colleagues implemented an abridged 

version. When asked why she was willing to take that risk to diverge considering the 

administrative mandate, she explained,  

That part is easy because this is the big standard, and the first time you delve into it in 6th  

and 7th  grade, it’s going to be the big standard where it all hinges on for two years; if 
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they don’t get impact now, then they’re just going to think that’s just a standard about a 

population map.”  

DJ’s decision reflects her knowledge of her students and the concepts central to their overall 

understanding of the curriculum. It also demonstrates her ability to plan long-term because while 

she has a pacing guide, she employs a flexible approach based on her knowledge of thematic 

concepts. She was confident that she could explain her decision to the administration, if 

necessary, based on her pedagogical-content knowledge and understanding of students’ needs. 

Additionally, while she initially identified the administration as a contextual barrier, it was not a 

factor at the time of the second interview, as explained in Finding Two. 

      As described in Finding Two, contextual barriers are dynamic. DJ explained, "Sadly, it’s 

been a rough situation,” referencing how her decision affected the planning dynamic. Part of the 

problem is that one person is totally new to social studies,” So, while DJ decided to diverge from 

the mandate for the focus inquiry, she did not abandon her efforts to collaborate. Therefore, in 

another attempt to affect her colleagues’ fixed mindset, she focused on upcoming professional 

development at the County level. DJ was scheduled to facilitate the professional development 

that focused on using the “power standards” and inquiry. She thought it would be helpful for her 

colleagues to work with a different facilitator “so that it’s not just me talking.”  The study 

concluded before the professional development, but her plan demonstrates her persistent efforts 

to promote inquiry among her colleagues. 

      DJ enthusiastically collaborated on long-term plans, shared scaffolding techniques such 

as writing supports, graphic organizers, and resource banks, and modeled inquiry-based learning 

in her context to address collaborative mandates and her colleagues’ fixed mindsets. DJ also 
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demonstrated a willingness to co-plan weekly; however, she was unwilling to abandon 

implementing a complete inquiry-based unit to comply with collaborative mandates.  

     DM also approached collaborative planning with her eighth-grade social studies 

colleagues by advocating for inquiry and sharing her lessons during team planning, “I’m working 

with two new teachers this year, so they’re very open to whatever I give them.” Fortunately, the 

dynamics of the collaborative mandate shifted in DM’s favor with her new colleagues. Still, as 

the semester progressed, DM faced new challenges to collaboration, “One teacher is 

experiencing some behaviors in their class, so we had to change everything.” DM explained that 

besides sharing lessons, “I usually model my lesson and walk them through each process I take.”   

      She helped one teammate with time management and facilitation for the focus inquiry. 

For example, DM planned to give students written feedback over the weekend; however, she 

sensed that her teammate was not open to using personal time, and “They overcame that by 

giving some verbal feedback instead.” She noted that her teammate had trouble giving up 

control, so she encouraged them to facilitate the learning process, “You don’t have to be the sage 

on the stage.” DM told her teammates, "Anytime you give a kid the answer, it shows the students 

they cannot do it themselves.” She explained that she tells her students, “If I tell you, then that’s 

showing I have no confidence in you; I do have confidence in you, and I’m here to guide you, 

but I’m not here to tell you the answer.” DM also assured her teammate, “You’re not just letting 

the kids loose, but you must trust your students; that’s the first thing.” 

      DM also shared a questioning strategy for facilitating inquiry with her teammates, “When 

students ask you a question, turn it around and ask them a question; lead them to the answer; you 

don’t say the answer, but give them another question.” She also encouraged them to use phrases 

such as “Show me the evidence!” and “Where did you find that?’” DM explained that she did not 
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expect her teammates to know how to implement or facilitate the inquiry, “You have to plan a 

lesson out before; you have to know what you want your students to be able to do and how 

they’re going to get there to do any lesson.” She explained that using the backward design is 

critical. 

      Her other teammate “kept saying their kids can’t do it.” Therefore, DM scaffolded the 

inquiry for the on-level students and told them, “Yes, they can do it; let’s do it in chunks, only 

use a few documents and a timeline.”  DM explained, “Students had little chunks of paragraphs 

to read and a graph; they weren’t able to use the same documents as AC.”  

      DM also explained that the same teammate worried about students’ behavior and thought 

direct instruction would work best. DM noted that to help change their mindset, she “went into 

their classroom, and I modeled.” She elaborated, “I think they feel safe with me. I’m hoping that 

I have built a relationship that they’re comfortable with.” DM led the class but explained, “My 

teammate wasn’t just watching; we were bouncing things off each other.” She added, “I've also 

been working with their special education teacher, a co-taught class, every day after school this 

week so that they would feel more comfortable when they pulled the kids for the last two 

classes.”  DM walked the special education teacher through the lesson and demonstrated 

scaffolding. Then, to help with behavior concerns, the co-teacher took the group to another area. 

      DM explained that most scaffolding focused on reading level; they had students use 

“different colored highlighters and look for keywords, then cut and pasted to arrange things in 

order.” She also noted that the on-level students responded to only one of the two inquiry 

questions for the final essay. They also worked in groups and used participation organizers to 

peer assess contributions. Her teammate circulated the room and took notes on a clipboard as an 

informal formative assessment to keep students on task. DM’s practices are consistent with the 
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literature, she used multiple scaffolding methods to support students in IBL, and teacher 

characteristics affected how and what scaffolds were employed (Saye & Brush, 2006).   

      DM used her knowledge of students and skills in long-term planning, collaboration, 

scaffolding, and facilitation to overcome shared expectations and her colleagues’ fixed mindsets; 

in doing so, she took a mentorship approach.  She explained her motivation,  

If I do that this year and work with them, imagine what our lessons will be next year 

when I get their input and how much better they will be. It’s worth the time I’m investing 

into something because, on the return, number one, our kids will be so much better.  

DM explained the benefits, “Our kids will remember this not just for a test; they’ll remember it 

down the line, and my teammates will be much more apt to do this with me next year and 

possibly even gather materials.” DM explained that when she started teaching, she did not have 

this type of mentorship and felt like she was on a “tightrope.” However, DM also expressed her 

desire to collaborate more than as a mentor; she was open and eager to embrace the ideas of her 

teammates.  

 How Did Teachers Address Students’ Fixed Mindsets and Characteristics as Contextual 

Barriers?   

 The participants described students’ fixed mindsets as thinking that learning should be 

linear. DJ described age as a student characteristic that was a barrier to taking informed action, 

an element of the Inquiry Design Model. Both participants simultaneously addressed students’ 

fixed mindsets and characteristics by scaffolding instruction during the planning and 

implementation of the inquiry. The scaffolding practices are outlined in Table 7 and described 

below. 
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      Throughout the study, students’ fixed mindsets proved dynamic, becoming more complex 

due to the effects of remote learning resulting from the County's COVID-19 protocols. DJ 

explained,  

I want to throw in about the kids this year; this is where I’ve seen the pandemic stunt 

them. Last year was very straightforward; now it’s been hard; kids feeling scared to do 

this or not understanding how rather than just let me jump in and try.  

Similarly, DM noted, “This year, there are so many social-emotional issues that the kids are 

going through; we’re having a lot of issues within our classroom that kids aren’t as focused on 

doing their work.”  DJ’s practices to address students’ mindsets focused on all students rather 

than an anticipated few and included scaffolding to support student writing and analysis based on 

their developmental characteristics. DM directly addressed struggling students through soft 

scaffolding techniques and “giving lots of TLC.” 

      DJ addressed students’ mindsets and characteristics through long-term planning, 

knowledge of students, and scaffolding practices. First, she explained the topic choice, “I think 

that it was the Olympics and the idea that the Olympics are really happening and what if 

something bizarre happens that they were able to latch onto it versus something abstract.” 

Document analysis of the lesson supported DJ’s responses; the inquiry was relevant, 

incorporated current events, and focused on an Olympic theme. DJ said that if students were not 

interested, “I think it would have been even harder because, particularly those in Target in 

elementary school, I don't think they got the rigor last year because of what was going on.” DJ 

explained that in Target, the gifted program, typically, critical thinking is central to the 

curriculum, so her AC students have some background in the inquiry process. This response 

reflects DJ’s understanding of the significance of topic selection to the inquiry process; it must 
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be rigorous and relevant (Grant et al., 2017). Finally, she used her knowledge of students to 

guide her pedagogical choices and long-term planning to identify opportunities to revisit 

concepts central to students’ overall understanding of the course content by using a “power 

standard.” 

      DJ started the inquiry unit by orienting students to the topic and the process before the 

Fall break. Orienting is a metacognitive scaffolding practice that helps students to regulate their 

learning. Parker et al. (2013) found that orienting benefitted students uncomfortable with the 

“engagement first” approach to inquiry. To orient students, DJ provided a copy of the inquiry 

problem statement and outline to preview with the word “draft” written over the face of the 

document. She explained,  

I started tweaking the draft, and that’s where I wrote “draft” in my handwriting; that was 

intentional because I’ve discovered that if you handwrite over something, they’ll pay 

more attention. I knew the kids would start trying to do the project. 

She surmised that some “overachievers” would want to jump in because it was exciting, and 

others would just want to finish it. But, she explained, “I knew that to get them to pay attention 

the last day before break, it had to be very clear, you’re just going to preview.” DJ wanted 

students to understand the purpose and process of the inquiry before beginning and used her 

knowledge of students to guide her scaffolding practice. 

      She explained that she incorporated explicit instruction for map processing skills, 

conceptual terminology, and historical context based on the student’s age and developmental 

characteristics. After orienting students, she modeled a “case study” of Germany to show 

students how to use map processing skills with their assigned country. Then students began the 

same process with their groups the following day,  
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This is going to sound silly, but a lot of them had never really used an Atlas because of 

the technological age. The physical Atlas caught me off guard initially; I realized I had to 

take a step back and plan more for map reading, not just Googling something, not just 

finding the answer. 

DJ clarified that she had to equip students so they could “go swim, so to speak.” She thought the 

students would have trouble determining focal points on the map to gather information, “They’d 

be trying to look at population on a mileage map or not understanding how to find airports and 

that students would disregard the insets, and think they were ‘extras’ and not helpful 

information.” Therefore, she explained the standard to the students as a “processing skill.” Then, 

DJ gave explicit instructions through modeling about how to use the different maps to gather 

information, “You look at the little map that has little airplanes on it that says transportation.” 

She said, “We went old school; they used the Atlas to look at different maps of population 

distribution versus land use.” Then, she explained that students had to figure out how to combine 

all the different types of maps they could find in the Atlas. Similarly, Monte-Santo et al. (2014) 

found that teachers employed a cognitive apprenticeship, making their thoughts visible to 

learners, and varied their use of modeling based on their knowledge of student needs to teach 

disciplinary literacy, a form of inquiry. 

      During map skills instruction, DJ explained that students had questions about the 

European rail system and “Sometimes it was necessary to explain things to each group.”  In 

addition, DJ noticed specific patterns throughout the day that required her to conference with 

each group. Similarly, Monte-Sano et al. (2014)  found that teachers varied their use of direct 

instruction and large and small groups to teach disciplinary literacy. In reflecting on the map 

skills scaffolding, DJ remarked, “What’s interesting is it has informed so much more of how they 
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use the online tools.” She explained that it was more than learning to use an Atlas; students 

intentionally began to use Google Earth to layer maps. "We did that to come back and be ready 

to launch after fall break; we jumped off the diving board.”   

DJ shared how she continued to ease students about the inquiry process when they 

returned from the break,  

I gave them the front page, and even still when they got the assignment, I told them that 

this was a brand-new thing that I was doing, that this wasn’t something that I had 

recycled from another year, and they had to give me a day or so to gauge where it was 

going. 

DJ said, “I feel like I have to be honest with them.” She told students, “If you’re going to learn it, 

sometimes learning is messy; I don't know whether this is going to take us two days or this is 

going to take us three days to do this part.” Not only does DJ demonstrate her efforts to address 

students’ mindsets, but her flexible approach to implementation is evidence of her ability to 

long-term plan; she understood the curriculum. 

In addition to map processing skills, DJ incorporated explicit vocabulary instruction 

“Words like infrastructure; that’s one of our words of the year, infrastructure and impact, impact 

why does it matter?  I think if these were high schoolers or 8th  graders that they would 

automatically be familiar with it.” During instruction, students needed support with their analysis 

regarding the impact of climate. DJ explained that students overlooked seasonal changes and 

assumed that hosting a summer Olympics meant the infrastructure was in place for a winter 

Olympics. She used soft scaffolding by questioning to prompt students’ thinking. For example, 

“Think, do they have snow? Think about some of the events; maybe you can cancel a few events, 

but you can’t cancel the whole Olympics if you’re going to have an emergency bid.” In addition, 
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DJ noticed that students only focused on the capital cities, so she drew their attention to 

exploring other geographic areas of their assigned country. 

      DJ also included mini lessons for current events to help students think more critically 

about their Olympic bid. For example, “current events showing a 30-second clip of what 

happened with Russia, with the last Olympics, so they all wouldn’t just go, oh, of course, Russia 

already has the locations.” DJ said she wanted the students to understand that “Russia is on 

probation and that even if you pick Russia, you must address the problem. You can’t just gloss it 

over.” She continued, “I guess with students’ age, I’m trying to help them see that sometimes 

things aren’t 100% black or 100% white, that there’s a ‘yes but’ or ‘yes and.’ ” Similarly, Monte-

Sano et al. (2014), in their research on the implementation of disciplinary literacy, found that 

teachers prompted student thinking by providing feedback and varying the background 

knowledge.  

During implementation, DJ adjusted the presentation and voting format, “A number of 

students wanted to work by themselves,” Therefore, she allowed students to create an individual 

script instead of using Flipgrid as a presentation platform. However, the school’s firewall 

blocked Flipgrid, so DJ “had to be creative and do on-the-scene reports with poster displays.” 

She also adjusted the structure of the final voting using a hard scaffold for writing; she provided 

a template form that required students to justify their votes. She explained, “If not, I would have 

some students writing four-page essays and some writing one sentence.” She also hung the 

voting tallies in the hallway so students could keep track of the cities in contention for the bid; 

“They really got into it and were determined and wanted to know which city in the country 

would win, not just what country would win.”  
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      DJ also explained how students’ fixed mindsets came into play during instruction. For 

example, some students concentrated on aesthetics or meeting the minimum requirements as the 

most important in creating the final presentation. She said that students focused on the 

“cuteness” of their work over the content, “I finally said the cuteness of your poster doesn’t 

matter.” She explained that it is a struggle every year with a “sizable chunk” of students. When 

asked about her approach to giving feedback so students were not discouraged, she explained, 

“It’s like the quarter versus dollar approach; I'll give them a quarter, but I’m not going to give 

them a dollar for it.” She explained that she doesn’t discount students’ focus on aesthetics but 

will not let it account for a significant part of their assessment, “The content is always going to 

trump the cutesy.”   

      DJ noted that she also used specific phrases to encourage students during instruction. For 

example, she said, “When they say, ‘I can’t do this,’ I say, ‘can’t, never could, and never will be 

able to.’ "  She added, “I also banned the word ‘just’ in my classroom.” She explained, “Anytime 

a kid says, ‘so we just have to,’ I say, ‘we can’t say just because we’re always going to do our 

very best, not squeak by, you can’t just give up.’ ”  Such phrases reflect DJ’s ability to facilitate 

inquiry based on her knowledge of students. Similarly, Saye and Brush (2006) found that 

experienced teachers varied the degree to which they supported students during PBL and used 

private and public scaffolding like DJ’s encouraging phrases based on their knowledge of 

students. 

       She also explained that to avoid simply giving students the answers to their questions, 

“You go fishing.” Instead, she tells students, “I’ll throw you a fishing line out there, but you’ll 

have to go swim with it.” She explained that she has questions that she regularly uses throughout 

the year to prompt students’ thinking. For example, “What’s your ‘why’?” “How are you going 
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to justify?” “How are we going to dig deeper?” and phrases like “digging deeper.” DJ added that 

she helps students to practice justifying their answers through the daily “Wow” prompts because 

it gives students a chance to be wrong in a safe space and practice sharing their reasoning with 

the help of their classmates. She explained that she might ask one student to add an idea to 

another student’s and combine the two answers to address a prompt. Saye and Brush (2006) 

similarly found that experienced teachers provided challenge through questioning and dialogue 

about evidence and claims to implement a problem-based history unit. 

      Based on her knowledge of students, content, and pedagogy, DJ scaffolded instruction 

during the planning and implementation of the inquiry unit. She supplemented hard scaffolding 

through explicit instruction for map processing skills, vocabulary, and historical context with 

just-in-time instruction, format modifications, and questioning techniques that helped her to 

facilitate the inquiry unit. 

       Document analysis of DJ’s inquiry unit reflected hard scaffolds such as checklists, 

graphic organizers, supporting questions, rephrasing questions, sentence stems, resource banks, 

explicit vocabulary instruction, writing process support, and mini-lessons. It is assumed that the 

practices she did not explain in the interview were significant to the inquiry process but not 

student characteristics or mindsets. For example, supporting questions are design elements of the 

IDM (Inquiry Design Model), which generally structure the inquiry process.  

     DM addressed students’ mindsets and characteristics for the inquiry by focusing directly on the 

students struggling to engage with their work. DM recognized students’ social-emotional needs 

and noted there were significant issues. Therefore, she used soft scaffolding practices such as 

providing additional praise for meeting benchmarks, more formative assessment and feedback, 

and additional one-on-one questioning and discussion.  DM also emailed parents to share 
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positive feedback and inform them of assignments and deadlines. DM thought it was important 

that students felt comfortable and safe before focusing on academics. Interestingly, DM also 

noted earlier in the interview that students need to feel safe for inquiry to be successful because 

they need to take risks and not be afraid to be wrong. It is important to note that DM scaffolded 

instruction similarly to DJ; however, DM identified most scaffolding practices as critical to 

addressing shared expectations and teachers’ fixed mindsets through modeling best practices.  

How Did Participants Address Sociopolitical Factors as Contextual Barriers?  

 In the first interview, DJ described sociopolitical factors as a lack of diversity and 

changing demographics. She explained that she had to navigate the political climate and consider 

all the learners carefully. While planning the inquiry lesson, her knowledge of her students 

helped her anticipate their assumptions about Russia and China and address their questions 

during instruction. She expected they would “have a few assumptions on different extremes 

concerning Russia when they found out about the scandal with the doping,” Therefore, she 

planned to help students look at the situation objectively during class discussion. She added,  

I didn’t harp on the fact about China with the Olympics because I was scared that there 

would be some “let’s go there.” I didn’t want to get lost in the weeds and miss where we 

needed to go with our Europe focus. 

 DJ was referring to the perception of China by some Americans during the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

     During instruction, DJ explained that some groups asked questions about Russia that 

needed clarification; however, political polarization was not an issue “because of the nature of 

the inquiry topic, that it dealt with sports and a global crisis that you can’t deny.” DJ paused, 

“Now, I didn’t highlight that; I will be honest with you,” referring to media reports concerning 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            183 
 

 

denials of the pandemic. DJ also realized that students’ limited knowledge of Germany, 

“Germany is more than Hitler and the Berlin Wall, needed addressing to help students think 

critically. There can be powerful prejudices against Germany if everybody’s lumped together 

with Hitler.”  DJ explained that they had not covered European history yet, so students had 

limited knowledge. Document analysis of the lesson reflected a relatively neutral topic; the 

impact of climate and location, and sociopolitical factors were not the focus of students’ bid 

presentations. DJ helped students stay focused on the impact of climate and location through 

questioning. So, eliminating elements that create barriers and choosing more neutral topics 

helped address the sociopolitical barriers. 

      Finally, DJ explained that the County’s COVID-19 protocols regarding assigned row 

seating were challenging to navigate, “I get it for safety and contact tracing, but it’s tough to do 

inquiry where the kids communicate with each other; it was hard for groups of three. It seems 

silly, but logistics.” DJ explained, “It was hard with the research and the flexibility to do things 

and to spread out; I have a bigger room than most, and it’s still hard.” She concluded, “It’s just 

been really hard not to be a row teacher,” and she wanted to figure out how to address the issue 

after the winter break. DM also noted that restrictions on grouping students were problematic 

and required adjusting. In addition, DM explained that the County used a new technology 

platform to support remote learning, “I had problems with that.” COVID-19 protocols required 

both teachers to facilitate instruction differently, get creative with cooperative groups, and learn 

how to use a new technology platform. 

Summary 

     The teacher practices described above are consistent with the literature on the implementation 

of inquiry in middle school. For example, they chose topics based on student interests (Hustvedt, 
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2017) and used existing resources (Olbrys, 2019). Finally, they varied scaffolding practices. 

They prompted students using questioning techniques, encouraged them to clarify and justify, 

and provided background knowledge, vocabulary instruction, and mini lectures (Monte-Sano et 

al., 2014). As in these studies, their reasoning varied based on their understanding of students. 

Most significant is that the teachers in this study did not have support from a researcher and, 

unlike most studies in the literature review, implemented interdisciplinary social studies IBL. 

Therefore, we know that middle school social studies teachers can implement inquiry using a 

standards-based social studies (geography, history, economics, and civics) curriculum in 

dynamic contexts. Their experiences, backgrounds, knowledge, and skills provide helpful 

information on how. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion, Conclusions, and Implications 

      This chapter begins with a brief background and study summary. I then discuss the 

findings and conclusions based on the primary research question: How do teachers address 

contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based learning in the middle school (6th-8th) social 

studies classroom? Finally, I discuss implications for professional development and future 

research to address the secondary research question: How can teachers’ practices to address 

contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning inform professional development and learning? 

Although the findings of this study cannot be generalized, they represent aspects of teacher 

development that inform professional development and learning.   

Background 

       Now more than ever, globalization and technological changes necessitate education 

focused on adaptive and creative habits of mind and interdisciplinary thinking to address 

immediate and future world problems (e.g., Crockett et al., 2011; Stewart, 2019; Swan & Griffin, 

2013; Zong, 2021). The COVID-19 Pandemic exemplified the forces of globalization and 

challenged individuals, communities, states, nations, and the global community to problem-solve 

in every aspect of life. It reflects the need to prepare students to address the issues that arise from 

our interconnected, interdependent world. Research indicates the significance of inquiry-based 

learning in developing such problem-solving skills (Barron & Darling-Hammond, 2008; 

Bransford & Swartz, 2000; Newman & Associates, 1996, as cited in Saye, 2017). Therefore, it 

makes sense to leverage inquiry as a powerful tool to develop these skills in social studies 

classrooms to promote and prepare students for democratic participation.  

      Social studies classrooms should be exciting places where students look forward to 

learning about the world around them; they should see themselves in lessons about the past and 
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present. Social studies instruction should spark questions about why we live and work the way 

we do, how people and cultures are similar and different, and how our relationships with the 

environment affect people oceans away. As Pugh (2022, p.8), the president of NCSS, said in her 

address at the annual conference, “Social studies classrooms should promote civil discourse, 

media literacy, and inquiry in a way that moves solutions forward rather than restrict or forbid 

conversations about important topics.” To that end, we should seek to develop educators who are 

confident and capable of facilitating such inquiry learning experiences.  

Study Summary 

     Consequently, through this study, I aimed to examine the experiences, perceptions, and 

practices of middle school social studies teachers who implement inquiry-based learning to 

inform professional development and learning for IBL in K-12 social studies. The research 

question that guided this study was developed to examine teachers' practices to address 

contextual barriers they perceived to implementing inquiry-based learning. In-depth interviews, 

reflective journals, and public documents were used to identify and explain such practices. From 

the data analysis discussed in Chapter Four, three findings emerged from the themes; teacher’s 

background and experiences, contextual barriers, and teacher practices to address contextual 

barriers to inquiry-based learning. The findings were summarized, theoretically situated, and 

compared to significant findings in the literature. 

     In the rest of this chapter, I discuss the findings, conclusions, and implications. I 

approached the overall findings by asking, “What were the lessons learned?” For example, “How 

does this illuminate teachers’ backgrounds and experiences in relation to IBL?” “How does this 

illuminate barriers to using inquiry-based learning?” “How does this illuminate teachers’ 

practices for inquiry-based learning?” and finally, “What does this tell us about professional 
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development for IBL; what can PD do?” These questions guided my conclusions and 

suggestions for professional development and future research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, as cited in 

Creswell & Creswell, 2018), which addressed the secondary research question: How can 

teachers’ practices to address contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning inform professional 

development and learning?  I discussed my perspective on the findings as a teacher and teacher 

educator. Finally, I considered the study’s limitations in terms of methodology, findings, and 

transferability to determine the implications. 

Discussion of Findings, Conclusions, and Implications 

Finding One 

Teachers’ backgrounds, experiences, and perceptions informed their practice, including their 

conception and use of inquiry. 

      So how does this illuminate the significance of teachers’ backgrounds and experiences in 

relation to implementing inquiry-based learning? First and foremost, teacher development is 

complex. These teachers’ backgrounds and experiences helped them to make inquiry-based 

learning central to their practice. They reflected a comprehensive understanding of IBL and the 

central elements and used various formats. Both teachers reported positive experiences with 

inquiry as learners (Martel, 2020). Therefore, they worked to develop their capacities to provide 

their students with positive inquiry experiences because they believed in the value of the inquiry 

process and approach to learning. Although there were differences in the teachers’ backgrounds 

and experiences, common emergent themes were participation in opportunities to build 

disciplinary, pedagogical, and pedagogical content knowledge. As a result, their practice 

evolved. Both teachers increasingly incorporated elements and units of inquiry-based learning as 

they developed their knowledge in response to their understanding of their students.  
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      DJ and DM reported learning best through inquiry methods and emphasized their love of 

learning. Thus, their mindsets, beliefs, and enthusiasm for inquiry-based learning were not 

surprising. They described significant experiences and courses that catalyzed their practice, 

consistent with the literature (Sung & Yang, 2013). The nonlinear path they explained to making 

inquiry central to their practice makes sense; their journey was an inquiry. Both teachers 

continued to ask, “How can I implement inquiry-based learning in my classroom?” Then, they 

sought and accepted opportunities to learn about explicit inquiry practices and develop skills that 

support inquiry, such as interdisciplinary teaching and questioning. In doing so, they addressed 

the most common barriers to IBL indicated in the literature, disciplinary backgrounds, content 

knowledge, and experience with inquiry (e.g., Sung & Yang, 2013; Thacker et al., 2017). In turn, 

they developed self-efficacy regarding implementing inquiry-based learning (Saglam & Sahin, 

2017). Even in closing, DM remarked that she expected to continue to develop her content 

knowledge as part of the process of using inquiry. 

      Most importantly, the teachers were attuned to their students’ needs and believed they 

could engage successfully in IBL. As constructivist theory suggests, they learned as they 

interacted in their context (Dewey, 1938). Based on what they learned about teaching and 

learning with IBL, they adjusted their practice and sought professional development to help them 

scaffold the inquiry process to make it work with their students. Their ability to assess their 

needs and the needs of their students was exceptional, as was their initiative to develop their 

practice.  

      Fortunately, both teachers began their careers with a significant degree of autonomy. At 

times, that autonomy felt like a lack of support, as DM described her initial teaching experience 

as being on a “tightrope.” However, it also forced the teachers to engage in self-assessment and 
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reflective practice; they had to figure out what they needed to learn to help students learn. For 

example, DJ referred to the benefits of not having the teacher’s edition to the course text because 

she had to “figure it out.” DM also explained the benefits of the freedom she had to create a 

curriculum in the interdisciplinary pilot program for ELA and social studies.  

      Today, too often, curriculum and professional development paths are paved for educators 

with clear indicators about what learning is important without regard for their existing skills or 

needs. Legislation such as The No Child Left Behind Act supported the notion that regulation 

alone can place teachers of equal quality in every class. However, in examining the backgrounds 

and experiences of these teachers, the complex nature of teacher development is illuminated. 

While their backgrounds and experiences differed, the process of making inquiry central to their 

practice was similar. They engaged in continuous self-selected professional development for 

disciplinary content, pedagogy, and pedagogical content knowledge. 

      So what were the lessons learned? Teachers must be open to the journey; it is easy in 

hindsight to consider a path logical or evident and overlook the struggle when highlighting the 

experiences that worked. It is fair to consider that the teachers’ disciplinary backgrounds, 

coursework, professional development, experiences with mentors, and interdisciplinary teaching 

supported their abilities to facilitate inquiry-based learning. However, throughout the study, it 

was also evident that these teachers shared habits of mind that supported their journey and 

practice (Costa & Kallick, 2000).  

     The teachers reflected openness to continuous learning, responsible risk-taking, flexible 

thinking, and persistence (Costa & Kallick, 2000). In turn, such habits manifested in intelligent 

behaviors reflected in their backgrounds, experiences, and practice (Dewey, 1933). As detailed in 

Chapter Four, both teachers regularly sought and accepted learning opportunities. They took 
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risks, such as DM engaging in pilot programs, and demonstrated flexibility in response to their 

teaching contexts. Finally, they were persistent in pursuing professional development and 

collaboration to support their ideal of an inquiry-based classroom.   

      However, an inquiry-based classroom is not a thing; it is a process. Finding Two 

indicates that the barriers to an inquiry-based classroom are dynamic. Therefore, the teachers’ 

Habits of Mind should also be considered with knowledge, skills, and exemplary practices to 

frame the discussion of transferability. 

Finding Two 

Contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning are dynamic. 

     So, how does this illuminate barriers to implementing inquiry-based learning? Schools 

are dynamic contexts, so it is not surprising that the factors affecting teaching and learning 

change. Therefore, “barrier” may not be an appropriate label or productive way to view 

contextual factors such as time constraints, collaborative mandates, mindsets, student 

characteristics, or sociopolitical factors.  

      A barrier is an obstacle that prevents movement or access. However, as discussed earlier, 

the teachers’ backgrounds and experiences helped them mitigate the most common barriers to 

IBL indicated in the literature, disciplinary backgrounds, content knowledge, and experience 

with inquiry (e.g., Sung & Yang, 2013; Thacker et al., 2017). In turn, they developed self-

efficacy regarding the use of inquiry-based learning (Saglam & Sahin, 2017). Even so, the 

teachers said they would continue seeking professional development to improve in these areas.  

      Additionally, barriers are often considered things that need to be removed. However, both 

teachers expected the dynamics of their context and changes in students, faculty, staff, beliefs, 

and sociopolitical factors. Neither teacher wanted to remove barriers or indicated they were 
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insurmountable; both considered them part of the job. In fact, both detailed their struggles to 

meet the collaborative mandates and had varied success levels, but they still wanted to continue 

collaborating. They enjoyed planning with other teachers, were open to their ideas, and hoped to 

learn from collaboration. DM said that her collaboration efforts were worthwhile because her 

colleagues’ input would help improve the lessons next year and positively affect the students.   

      Is considering “time” a barrier productive when it is a constant? Time is a factor in every 

work context that must be addressed daily and is impacted by many factors outside the teacher’s 

control. Is it productive to consider “collaboration” a barrier when it is recommended in middle-

grades education and helps teachers plan inquiry in middle schools (AMLE, 2010; Manfra & 

Greiner, 2016)? Using the term “barrier” in relation to inquiry-based learning suggests that it is 

fraught with insurmountable challenges. However, these teachers overcame the barriers to the 

degree that IBL was possible.  

      Throughout the study, both teachers persisted in making inquiry-based learning work 

regardless of changing dynamics. As discussed in Chapter Four, both teachers planned to address 

barriers, such as students’ mindsets, by scaffolding the inquiry process; however, they still 

adjusted their practices based on students’ responses during implementation. Although 

contextual changes made for a “tough” year and created “isolation,” at times, neither teacher 

abandoned inquiry-based learning.  

      This limited data shows that inquiry-based learning is possible when teachers are 

prepared to address the changing factors in their context. It seems that “barriers” to IBL are 

simply factors that affect teaching and learning in our schools. Therefore, teachers should have 

opportunities to develop the knowledge and skills to navigate their contexts. For example, 

collaborative mandates, as described, are unique to the middle school setting. These mandates 
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have become more common as middle schools move from an interdisciplinary team approach to 

disciplinary grade-level teams. However, that does not mean that teachers know how to plan 

collaboratively. Just as experience with inquiry affects teachers’ use of inquiry, experience 

collaborating may affect their collaborative planning. DJ and DM shared their expertise, a 

recommended practice in teacher collaboration; however, their colleagues were not equal 

participants (Carol et al., 2021). If collaborative mandates are part of the school context, teachers 

should have opportunities to develop collaboration skills. Finally, when collaboration is 

unproductive, there should be a means for working through such challenges because it is part of 

the job. 

      So what were the lessons learned? First, “barriers” should be viewed instead as 

contextual factors using a constructivist lens; therefore, teachers using inquiry should expect to 

use their knowledge and skills to address them. In turn, teachers should develop an 

understanding of what practices work and where they need professional development and 

support. In this way, we can think of how to make inquiry-based learning work and expect 

challenges as part of the process and context, much like teachers approach classroom 

management challenges rather than focusing on what stands in the way. Therefore, in Finding 

Three, teacher practices were detailed in the narrative to draw attention to the particular and 

underlying knowledge and skills that support the practices to inform professional development 

and learning recommendations.       

Finding Three 

Teacher practices to address contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning relate to their 

knowledge of students and long-term instructional planning, collaboration, scaffolding, and 

facilitation skills. 
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      How does this illuminate teachers’ practices to address contextual barriers to inquiry-

based learning? DJ and DM were good at the fundamentals that make inquiry possible; they 

knew their students and how to long-term instructional plan, collaborate, scaffold, and facilitate. 

(Grant et al., (2017). They had a repertoire of practices related to long-term planning, 

collaboration, scaffolding, and facilitation. More importantly, they knew why, when, and how to 

use such practices based on their knowledge of students and inquiry-based learning. Finally, 

when their practices came up short or the context changed, they tried something else or sought 

professional development. Their practices were largely consistent with the literature. 

    The narrative in Chapter Four is a snapshot of their nuanced practices. Throughout the 

study, DJ and DM understood adolescents and the specific dynamics of their student 

population; they were student focused and explained their pedagogical choices in terms of  

students’ developmental, cognitive, and social characteristics. They used long-term planning to 

isolate inquiry unit topics and flexibly used pacing guides. They chose engaging topics and 

scaffolded inquiry-based learning to support their students. Indeed, scaffolding practices like 

orienting and modeling processing skills can be transferred to similar contexts. For example, DM 

explains a useful approach to scaffolding whereby she completes the inquiry to predict where 

students will need extra support.  

      However, isolating specific practices, such as using graphic organizers or sentence stems, 

may oversimplify the complexities of their practice and inquiry-based learning. In fact, analysis 

of a different inquiry might have revealed other practices and contextual barriers. Thus, focusing 

on the knowledge and skills supporting their practices to address contextual barriers also makes 

sense.  
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      Therefore, while providing professional development on scaffolding techniques such as 

orienting might be helpful, teachers still need to recognize when to use scaffolding and how to 

adapt the practices to their students’ needs. For example, DJ used orienting to help students 

understand the inquiry and allow them time to think about their approach. She recognized the 

need for orienting because the students were restless and gearing up for winter break. Therefore, 

she wrote “draft” over the directions so students could not start early; she learned handwritten 

words would grab their attention. Then, based on her assessment of students’ skills, she modeled 

map processing skills and used collaborative groups for students to practice so they would be 

prepared to start after the break.   

      Additionally, the success of orienting was dependent on DJ’s facilitation skills. She 

selected aspects to model and supported students using questioning based on formative 

assessment to prompt thinking during the activity. Finally, DJ knew how to long-term plan and 

explained that the “power standards” require more time; she took more time at the beginning of 

the year because she planned to revisit the same concepts later in the year. Therefore, focusing on 

practices like orienting or making them the primary focus of professional development may be 

counterproductive if educators who are unsuccessful in using them become discouraged.  

    These teachers did not gain all their knowledge and skills simultaneously or from a single 

source. Instead, they developed over time through the reciprocal nature of constructivist learning 

in their contexts. They had a degree of autonomy early in their careers and remained open to 

continuous learning. They persisted and were flexible in working with students and colleagues. 

Finally, they believed in the central role of inquiry-based learning and its appropriateness for 

adolescents, which guided their pedagogical choices. DM exemplified her beliefs in facilitating 

inquiry, "Anytime you are giving a kid the answer, it shows the students they cannot do it 
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themselves.” She tells her students, “If I tell you, then that’s showing I have no confidence in 

you; I do have confidence in you, and I’m here to guide you, but I’m not here to tell you the 

answer.” 

      So what were the lessons learned? Inquiry-based learning should not be presented to 

teachers in all its complexity with expectations of mastery. Instead, inquiry-based learning 

requires educators to develop skills through the reciprocal process of teaching and learning and 

professional development. The knowledge and skills that supported the teachers’ practices in this 

study are fundamental to teaching. Effective educators know their students, collaborate with 

colleagues, long-term plan, scaffold instruction, and facilitate so that students are responsible for 

learning. So while the practices described are valuable and potentially transferable to similar 

contexts, it is more useful to focus on the knowledge and skills that enabled the teachers to 

respond flexibly to their context using a repertoire of teaching practices. 

Conclusions 

    It was difficult for DJ and DM to make inquiry central to their practice because the 

barriers to inquiry-based learning are dynamic, like school contexts. The practices they used to 

address contextual barriers to inquiry-based learning related to their knowledge of students and 

long-term instructional planning, collaboration, scaffolding, and facilitation skills. Their 

knowledge and skills developed over time through the reciprocal nature of teaching and learning. 

They employed their knowledge and skills flexibly, viewed barriers as part of the job, and 

persisted when their contexts changed.  

      They also shared beliefs that supported their journey and practice. DJ and DM had 

positive experiences with inquiry and believed inquiry-based learning was an appropriate 
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pedagogical choice for adolescents. They believed that with support, all students could engage in 

inquiry. Finally, their beliefs guided their practice and collaboration with colleagues (Nespor, 

1987).   

      The practices these teachers used are valuable if teachers learn when, why, and how to 

use them with their students. So, we must keep asking, “What works?” and sharing that with 

teachers who want to play with practice possibilities to make inquiry a part of their repertoire. 

However, teachers must try inquiry-based learning and reflect, adapt to their context, and 

simultaneously build their knowledge of students, long-term planning, collaboration, scaffolding, 

and facilitation. To be fair, this is not an easy task. Therefore, when considering our expectations 

of teachers and the transferability of the findings, it is important to acknowledge that even with 

the background, experience, knowledge, skills, and resources to support using inquiry-based 

learning, Habits of Mind such as persistence and flexible thinking might also play an essential 

role in navigating the context. 

Limitations of the Findings 

      This research study yielded meaningful data; however, as with any research 

methodology, there were limitations. For example, as discussed in Chapter Three, the COVID-19 

Pandemic safety protocols created sampling and data collection limitations that impacted 

triangulation and limitations emerged during the study. 

Sampling 

     Recruiting participants implementing inquiry during the COVID-19 pandemic in 

environments with student masking, restricted physical interactions, and evolving safety 

protocols proved difficult. Purposeful sampling was used to solicit participants through a 

recruitment flyer (See Appendix A) posted on Facebook, a public social media outlet, through 
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education and social studies-related groups specific to State educators. Therefore, the study 

participants were limited to teachers actively using professional social media sites and 

implementing inquiry despite safety protocols. Thus, participants did not fairly represent State 

middle school social studies teachers; they were exemplary. Finally, participants were from 

similar suburban contexts; as suggested in the literature review, urban and rural contexts might 

yield additional insights. 

Data Collection 

      Pandemic protocols also limited data collection methods for triangulation. For 

example, interviews were conducted virtually instead of face-to-face, and prolonged 

engagement at the research site was prohibited. Therefore, data regarding the teaching context 

was limited. For example, principals and colleagues were not recruited as planned; however, 

they could have provided multiple perspectives and a deeper understanding of the research 

context.  

      Classroom observations were also prohibited. Observations of inquiry instruction would 

have provided direct information regarding the teachers’ behaviors and practices during IBL and 

an understanding of the unique context (Frechtling Westat, 2002). In addition, observations 

would have allowed for identifying practices or aspects of implementation not identified by 

teachers as significant during the interview process (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Additionally, 

observations of common planning sessions with social studies teachers would have captured 

teachers’ interactions and discussions regarding instructional planning, perceived contextual 

barriers to their teaching practice, physical setting, and “collegial climate.”  Such observations 

would have provided further data regarding the context, collaborative mandates, and teacher 
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practices for triangulation. Unfortunately, as explained in Chapter Three, no alternatives to 

observations were feasible. 

       Finally, photographs were intended to be an unobtrusive way of collecting data (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018). In this study, photos would have helped to contextualize the research site 

further and provide data regarding the manipulation of physical space in the service of IBL. The 

manipulation of physical space is a social practice in education and facilitates the social process 

of learning; images can reflect social practices (Rose, 2001). Because inquiry is most often 

facilitated through group structures, the physical space can indicate group give and take. Physical 

space can also be a barrier to IBL (Howell & Saye, 2017) or an opportunity to facilitate IBL. 

Finally, teachers may overlook their use of space as significant to implementing IBL. 

Unfortunately, the participants worked in the County that denied the original IRB, and therefore, 

it would have been unethical to include digital photos. Instead, participants described practices 

they used to address the COVID-19 social distancing protocols. 

      Additionally, the teacher participants experienced unexpected stressors returning to in-

person learning that affected schedules and teaching contexts resulting in further modifications to 

data collection. DJ’s second and third interviews were combined, and she did not submit a 

reflective journal. Therefore, her data was limited to interviews and lesson plans.  

      Every research study is limited in the scope of the findings by methodology. The 

results of this research study are not generalizable to all contexts considering the significant 

number of contextual factors that affect teachers’ implementation of inquiry (Voet & Wever, 

2016).  However, many teachers face similar factors, and thus, there is the potential that 

practices are transferable, as suggested by Stake (2010).  
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      Finally, measures were included to increase the study's trustworthiness and promote 

the transferability of the findings. Data was recorded and transcribed for accuracy and to 

allow for multiple reviews. The research design allowed for the triangulation of data using 

different methods of data collection (interviews and document analysis) and various types of 

documents derived from varied sources (teacher-generated or adapted inquiry lessons, district 

social studies long-range curriculum pacing guides, and the Social Studies State Standards of 

Excellence). In addition, the case study's bounded system (timeframe, school) and the 

procedures for participant selection, data collection, and data analysis were detailed, along 

with a reflective commentary to illustrate the analysis supporting the final assertions. 

Implications for Professional Development and Learning 

Reframing the Narrative 

       As discussed in Chapter One, research indicates significant barriers to inquiry-based 

learning. The findings of this study mirrored the literature and highlighted additional contextual 

barriers such as fixed mindsets, sociopolitical factors, and collaborative mandates unique to 

middle schools. However, as suggested in the discussion, using the term “barrier” may not be 

productive if the goal is to encourage inquiry. As discussed in Chapter Two, teachers are 

implementing inquiry-based learning in the K-12 social studies classrooms despite barriers, and 

the findings of this study confirm that we can learn from their practices. The findings help to 

answer the question, “What practices are working to address time, collaborative mandates, fixed 

mindsets, student characteristics, and sociopolitical factors to implement inquiry?” So, what can 

professional development do to further the use of inquiry-based learning? 

 

 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            200 
 

 

Sustained, Self-Selected, and Collaborative Professional Development 

Sustained, self-selected, and collaborative PD is needed if teachers are expected to 

implement IBL effectively. The research regarding PD detailed in Chapter Two reflects an 

agreement that no single approach will result in large-scale reform. IBL represents a significant 

shift in practice for many teachers and requires PD that builds disciplinary knowledge and skills, 

provides inquiry experiences and support, and promotes reflection.  

Informal Professional Learning  

So, what can informal professional development do to further the use of inquiry-based 

learning? First, the findings support the potential benefit of informal professional learning, which 

is generally voluntary, and the curriculum and setting are often informal and flexible (Richter et 

al., 2011). Teachers should share practices that work in their classrooms, like DJ and DM shared 

practices such as orienting, writing supports, questioning techniques, and modeling to support 

inquiry. Thacker (2015) explored informal professional learning and found that teachers valued 

informal exchanges regarding classroom strategies and contexts. For example, teachers remarked 

that asking colleagues, “What are you doing in your classroom right now that’s working?” often 

left them walking away with new ideas to try in their classrooms (2015, p.42). Similarly, 

Anderson (2002) explains that helping teachers means acknowledging that teachers focus on 

methods that work regarding student involvement and classroom management and that their 

views of teaching are characterized by tasks and activities rather than theory. Informal 

professional learning can potentially increase the use of inquiry in social studies, and schools 

should encourage and support such interactions. 

     Beyond the school hallways, teachers should leverage technology to expand their 

professional learning networks (PLNs). Professional learning networks consist of people and 
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organizations in both face-to-face and digital spaces and tools that can support ongoing 

professional growth and learning (Trust et al., 2016). Social media platforms enable teachers to 

move beyond their school or district to interact with professionals and experts in ways that can 

augment their PLN beyond face-to-face interactions. Research indicates that teachers participate 

in online spaces to find, share, and create professional knowledge (Carpenter & Krutka, 2014), 

collaborate, and feel supported (Sauers & Richardson, 2015). Considering the skills necessary to 

implement inquiry-based learning, teachers can share or seek content knowledge, scaffolding 

tools, or resources to meet their immediate needs. 

     For example, Krutka (2014) explains that Twitter, a microblogging service created in 

2006, is used by teachers for professional development. Social studies teachers share resources 

asynchronously using “#sschat” or synchronously by participating in moderated sessions such as 

in Figure 5 (Krutka, 2014).   

Figure 5 

Twitter Informal Professional Learning 
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    There are numerous social media sites for teachers to improve their practice through 

informal learning. Facebook groups such as the Social Studies Network help teachers share and 

seek ideas about teaching practices. For example, a social studies teacher posted the following,  

I’m currently teaching my World War I unit for World History, and these students 

(grades 11-12) are so uninterested in the content that I don’t want to do the standard 

lecture. What are some better ways I can get them excited or thinking more critically 

about the content where it’s at their level? (Social Studies Network, Facebook, 2023, 

February 13)  

     The C3 Teachers Organization created C3 Teacher State and Organizational Hubs for 

teachers “to find resources and people who are putting the C3 Framework into action” (C3 

Teachers, 2023). C3 Hubs connect teachers who share interests in using the C3 Framework in 

their schools. In addition, the C3 Teachers website hosts a blog where teachers share their 

experiences using inquiry in the social studies classroom. For example, a teacher suggests two 

inquiries for their non-eurocentric nature (Bell, 2022, October 1). Social media has the potential 

to afford ongoing informal learning opportunities, and the immediacy of information may make 

it more likely for teachers to take chances with pedagogy as they are not isolated in their efforts. 

      However, it is not just about the teachers learning. Educational leaders such as principals 

and instructional coaches can also benefit from using social media to support student learning 

and teacher development in the service of inquiry-based learning. Trust et al. (2018) explored 

how instructional leaders benefited from engaging in social media platforms as part of their 

professional learning networks. They reported that social media allowed them to connect and 

learn with others. For example, one participant learned the most from using Twitter, which 

exposed them to many ways to infuse student-centered learning, projects, and creativity, 
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especially using the iPad. Some participants explained that they learned about new technologies, 

digital tools, or technology integration strategies and identified new assessment practices. Some 

participants noted a shift in their educational philosophy after participating in a MOOC (massive 

online open course).  

      This study is significant because instructional leaders bring what they know back to the 

school hallways and can share new instructional practices and a culture of continuous 

professional learning necessary to implement inquiry-based learning. They can also advocate for 

access to technology during the school day. Unfortunately, many schools block social media 

platforms, making it difficult for teachers to use these tools collaboratively during their planning. 

Finally, augmenting PLNs with social media and technology platforms is a low-cost way to 

individualize professional development and build on what teachers know and can do. Carpenter 

and Krutka (2015, p.708) explain, “Social media appears to have the potential to facilitate PD 

that is more participatory, grassroots and supportive of teacher’s role as professionals and 

intellectuals.” 

Disciplinary Content, Pedagogy, and Pedagogical Content Knowledge 

The results of this study confirm the need for disciplinary content, pedagogy, and 

pedagogical content knowledge to implement inquiry, and professional development should be 

scaffolded for teachers considering their prior knowledge and experiences with IBL (Krizan, 

2019). The teacher participants' journies to an inquiry-based classroom mirrored best practices 

for professional development. They engaged in self-selected and sustained professional 

development for disciplinary content and pedagogy. They participated in place-based learning, 

active learning through pilot programs and inquiry design workshops, collaborated with 

supervisors and colleagues as trainers and team leads, and took classes that modeled pedagogical 
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practices. Finally, they had mentors who offered coaching and support and provided feedback 

and reflective opportunities (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). As a result, they developed 

knowledge and skills over time and through various experiences that enabled them to make 

inquiry central to their practice. 

Knowledge and Skills  

Professional development for inquiry-based learning should also include opportunities for 

teachers to develop their knowledge of students, and long-term instructional planning, 

collaboration, scaffolding, and facilitation skills. As indicated in Finding Three, the teachers’ 

flexible use of such knowledge and skills helped them select practices to navigate their dynamic 

contexts to implement inquiry. 

       First and foremost, teachers should have regular opportunities to learn about their 

students through data, community visits, and family engagement, as the findings reflect teacher 

practices informed by knowledge of students. PD should also address long-term planning so 

teachers can use state pacing guides flexibly and recognize opportunities to incorporate inquiry. 

Finally, as indicated in the findings, teachers benefitted from training in English Language Arts, 

particularly how to scaffold the reading and writing process related to evidenced-based 

arguments. 

Middle School  

 So, what can professional development do for middle school teachers specifically? As 

indicated in the findings, the teachers spent considerable time and emotional energy on 

collaborative mandates with varying degrees of success. However, they still wanted to 

collaborate and valued their colleagues’ ideas. Trust et al. (2018) found that many participants 

reported that the most important thing they learned from their PLN was the value of educators 
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working together. One participant noted that collaboration helped to maintain energy, grit, and 

enthusiasm for teaching. Suppose collaborative mandates are the new norm in middle schools. In 

that case, teachers should be trained in collaborative planning for equity; the learning outcomes 

should be the same, and the practices should be scaffolded for different student groups. Teachers 

need flexible planning structures and supportive instructional leaders. 

     In addition, the findings indicate the benefits of on-site mentoring. Teacher leaders are 

uniquely positioned to offer practical tools (Martel, 2020; NCSS, 2013) to navigate specific 

contexts and model best practices. They are immediately accessible examples of theory in 

practice, and as Thacker (2015) suggested, teachers value that knowledge. Finally, middle school 

social studies teachers may benefit from PD on scaffolding for disciplinary literacy. In my 

experience, middle school social studies teachers often lack sufficient disciplinary literacy and 

thus have difficulty engaging students in resource analysis, a foundation of inquiry.   

      Furthermore, middle grades teacher educators at the university level should be mindful of 

the complex skill set necessary for inquiry-based learning. They should help teacher candidates 

develop a growth mindset to expect, embrace, and work through challenges related to IBL just as 

they would classroom management. In addition, teacher educators should demonstrate the skills 

necessary to implement IBL and help candidates with the self-assessment required to promote 

continued development. Finally, teacher educators should use inquiry-based learning in their 

courses so that candidates have experience with inquiry as learners. Such experiences enable 

them to appreciate students’ challenges, understand the benefits of IBL, and have a starting point 

to begin trying IBL in their classroom. 

      Finally, considering that social studies are often marginalized and that the professional 

development of social studies teachers is seldom a prime concern (Swan & Griffin, 2013), it 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            206 
 

 

makes sense to explore how outside organizations can support teacher development. For 

example, historical societies, nonprofit organizations, and government agencies are positioned to 

support the development of disciplinary knowledge.   

Implications for Future Research 

      It is apparent that teaching contexts and the conditions of schooling will continue to 

present factors that affect the use of inquiry-based learning in social studies classrooms. 

However, this research indicates that middle school teachers implement inquiry and successfully 

navigate their contexts. Furthermore, the findings suggest that teachers’ practices are supported 

by their knowledge of students and long-term instructionl planning, collaboration, scaffolding, 

and facilitation skills gained through experience. Therefore, it makes sense that future research 

explores how best to support teacher development in these areas and as related to the 

implementation of inquiry-based learning. Based on the findings of this study, teacher 

development toward an inquiry-based classroom takes time. Therefore, researchers should 

explore the use of teacher leaders to provide sustained mentoring and support for inquiry-based 

learning. In addition, considering the complex and dynamic nature of teaching contexts, 

researchers should explore the effects of on-site support so that teachers can develop knowledge 

and skills through the reciprocal nature of teaching and learning.  
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Appendix B 

SIGNED CONSENT FORM 

 
 

Title of Research Study: Navigating the Context: Implementing Inquiry in the Middle Grades Social 

Studies Classroom 

 

Researcher's Contact Information:  

Juliann Noble Healy 

Telephone:773-895-1759 

Email: Jnoblehe@Kennesaw.edu 

 

      You are being invited to participate in a research study conducted by Juliann Noble Healy of 

Kennesaw State University.  The inclusion criteria for teacher participation is being a middle grade (6th -

8th ) social studies teacher implementing inquiry-based learning; therefore, the estimated age range is 

from approximately 21-65 years. Before you decide to participate in this study, you should read this form 

and ask questions about anything you do not understand.   

      The purpose of this case study is to identify and describe the exemplary practices teachers use to 

address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based learning (IBL) in the middle grades (6th -8th) social 

studies classroom to inform professional development and learning for IBL in K-12 social studies. This 

study is limited to contextual barriers and practices that are potentially transferable.   

Explanation of Procedures 

     Participants (teachers) will be asked to participate in two to three one-hour, face-to-face, open-ended 

interviews. Participants will also be asked to keep a reflective journal (physical or digital) focused on 

their practices to address contextual barriers to the use of IBL such as soft and hard scaffolding, 

modifications to such practices during or after instruction, an assessment of those practices, and share 

their journals with the researcher.  Teachers will also provide the researcher with access to teacher-

generated or adapted inquiry lessons and publicly available district curriculum guides (social studies).  

 

Time Required 

     The researcher will take care to schedule interviews (approximately one hour) at the participant's 

convenience within the study's timeframe. The participant will determine the time allocated for writing 

reflective journals and providing document access.   

 

Risks/Benefits 

       There are no known risks or anticipated discomforts in this study. While benefits cannot be 

guaranteed, the researcher anticipates potential benefits to the participants, middle grades social studies 

educators, and society. Teacher participants will engage in reflective practice.  Through describing, 

analyzing, and evaluating aspects of their practice, teacher participants may grow in self-awareness and 

their understanding of their context and professional knowledge. Such awareness may lead to changes in 

practice that strategically address the context to increase self-efficacy and collegial influence. I hope the 

interview process will give teacher participants a voice and that intern they feel valued. Participation in 

the study also expands the teacher participant's professional network and potentially access to information 

resources. 
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     As a society, it makes sense to provide teachers with resources and professional development that 

support the implementation of IBL in K-12 classrooms as a powerful tool to foster the development of 

skills to support democratic participation.  Inquiry-based learning (IBL) supports social studies' primary 

purpose: to help young people make informed and reasoned decisions for the public good as citizens of a 

culturally diverse, democratic society in an interdependent world (NCSS, 1994).  IBL supports the 

development of critical thinking, civic competence and is ideally suited to promote positive adolescent 

development.    

Confidentiality 

     The results of this participation will be confidential. The school district will be identified 

regionally (Southeastern United States). School sites will be assigned an alphabetic identifier 

(Site A). Participants will be identified with a pseudonym and the school site identifier (e.g., Ms. 

Smith, Site A).   

     Consent forms will be kept confidential in a locked file cabinet in the researcher's home office. Only 

the researcher's university supervisors will have access to the data. The estimated study completion is 

August 2022; data will be destroyed three years after completion. Electronic data will be destroyed 

according to Microsoft virtual data destruction protocols for OneDrive. Physical consent forms will be 

shredded based on KSU's Records and Information Management protocols. 

Signed Consent 

 

I agree and give my consent to participate in this research project.  I understand that participation is 

voluntary and that I may withdraw my consent at any time without penalty.   

 

 

 

_________________________________________________ 

Signature of Participant or Authorized Representative, Date  

 

 

__________________________________________________ 

Signature of Investigator, Date 

 

 

PLEASE SIGN BOTH COPIES OF THIS FORM, KEEP ONE AND RETURN THE OTHER TO THE 

INVESTIGATOR 

Research at Kennesaw State University that involves human participants is carried out under the oversight 

of an Institutional Review Board.  Questions or problems regarding these activities should be addressed to 

the Institutional Review Board, Kennesaw State University, 585 Cobb Avenue, KH3417, Kennesaw, GA 

30144-5591, (470) 578-7721.  
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocol: Teacher Participant 

 

              Interview # ________ 

              Participant: ________ 

              Date_____/_____/_____ 

 Script  

     Thank you for participating in my doctoral dissertation study.  This study is in partial 

fulfillment of the requirements for my degree completion at Kennesaw State University.  My 

name is Julie (Juliann Noble-Healy), and I am a former middle and high school social studies 

teacher. I am studying how teachers address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based 

learning in social studies. I am hoping to learn about practices that can inform professional 

development for inquiry-based learning.  

    Today’s interview will take about an hour and includes several questions regarding your 

professional teaching background and practice and any key experiences you wish to focus on. I 

would like your permission to audio record this interview, so I may accurately document the 

information you convey. If at any time during the interview you wish to discontinue the use of 

the recorder or the interview itself, please feel free to let me know and we will stop. All of your 

responses are confidential. Your responses will remain confidential and will be used only for 

research purposes.  

   At this time, I would like to ask for your verbal consent and also inform you that your 

participation in this interview also implies your consent. Your participation in this interview is 

entirely voluntary. If at any time you need to stop, take a break, or return to a question, please let 

me know. You may also withdraw your participation at any time without consequence. Do you 

have any questions or concerns before we begin? Then with your permission, we will start the 

interview.  

Demographic Questions: Education/Professional Experience 

1. Can you tell me about your educational background?  

2. Can you tell me about your teaching experience and any significant experiences such as 

professional development or experience with inquiry as a learner?  

Research Question: Issues/Topics  

 

 

3. What is your understanding of inquiry-based learning? 

 

4. What is your understanding of the C3 Framework and Action Civics? 
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      5. What has been your experience using inquiry-based learning? 

      6. What types of inquiry might I see in your classroom? 

7. How would you describe the social studies program at ____________ Middle School?  

8. Does it reflect the County program? 

9. Research indicates that contextual barriers to teachers’ use of inquiry-based learning vary 

considerably. Considering your specific context, what is your perception of contextual 

barriers to implementing inquiry-based learning in social studies?  

 

10. Considering your answer to the previous question, can you describe any practices or 

strategies you use to address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based learning in 

your social studies classroom?  

 

       11. Before we conclude this interview, is there anything else you want to share? 
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Appendix D 

Qualitative Codebook 

Predetermined Code Definition 

Background The social or historical background that 

leads up to or helps explain teachers' current 

state. 

Educational Experiences Noteworthy experiences in an educational 

setting related to the teachers' current state. 

Significant Experiences Noteworthy experiences related to teachers' 

current state. 

Teachers' Experiences with Inquiry Experiences with inquiry-based learning as a 

learner. 

Teachers' Use of Inquiry The types of inquiry the teacher used in the 

classroom and how. 

Teachers' Conception of Inquiry How teachers define inquiry. 

Teachers' Conception of the Social Studies 

Program 

How teachers describe the social studies 

program in their school or county. 

Contextual Barrier Attributes of the school or community that 

affect the use of inquiry-based learning. 

Teacher Practices How teachers understand and implement 

instruction (Fitzgerald et al. (2018). 

Scaffolding A theory of cognitive development that 

engages students in their zone of proximal 

development using various instructional 

techniques to progressively move students 

toward stronger understanding and more 

learning independence (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Emergent Codes  

Years of Teaching Experience The number of years the teachers taught. 

Background Context The circumstances that formed the setting of 

the teachers' background. 

ELA Experience The teachers' formal experience teaching 

English Language Arts in middle school. 

Professional Development Formal and informal professional learning 

experiences. Formal professional learning is 

characterized by structured and often 

mandated learning experiences, informal 

professional learning is generally voluntary, 

and the curriculum and setting are often 

informal and flexible (Richter et al., 2011).  

Leadership Roles Teachers' roles that entailed organizing, 

guiding, and training colleagues. 

Barriers Overcome Barriers to inquiry-based learning identified 

in the literature as significant that the 

teachers effectively addressed. 
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Fixed Mind Sets The belief that qualities are unchangeable. 

The participants described students' fixed 

mindsets as thinking that learning should be 

linear and teachers' as a traditional approach 

to instruction or students' abilities. 

Shared Expectations The teachers described shared 

expectations/collaborative mandates as 

administrative directives for collaborative 

planning and implementation of similar 

lesson plans. 

Age of Students Age as a student characteristic that was a 

barrier to taking informed action, an element 

of the Inquiry Design Model. 

Community Diversity Lack of diversity and changing 

demographics. 

Time Time to plan inquiry lessons. 

Content Knowledge The content knowledge needed for inquiry-

based learning primarily historical 

knowledge. 

Administration Principal supervision of teachers. 

COVID-19 Safety Protocols Remote learning, masking, and social 

distancing protocols. 

Knowledge of Students Knowledge of students' cognitive, social, 

physical, and emotional development. 

Teachers combine knowledge of general 

development with the knowledge of 

individual students to design and provide 

appropriate instruction. (NBCT, 2022). 

 

Collaboration Skills Teachers working together to lead, instruct, 

and mentor students to improve student 

learning and achievement (Carrol et al., 

2021).                        

Long-term Planning Skills A purposeful activity that precedes the 

delivery of instruction; the nature and quality 

are heavily dependent on the teacher's 

previous experience and knowledge acquired 

from teaching (John 2006). Teacher 

decision-making in instructional planning is 

a two-fold process that consists of short- 

(e.g., planning for a lesson) and long-term 

planning (e.g., planning for teaching a series 

of lessons or a course) 

Facilitation Skills Facilitating students' work by creating an 

environment where students can engage with 



NAVIGATING THE CONTEXT: IMPLEMENTING INQUIRY IN THE MIDDLE            247 
 

 

ideas and the responsibility of learning shifts 

from teacher to student (Grant et al., 2017a). 

Themes Original Codes 

Background and experiences built content, 

pedagogical, and pedagogical content 

knowledge.  

Background 

Significant Experiences 

Teachers' Experiences with Inquiry 

Teachers' Use of Inquiry 

Teachers' Conception of Inquiry 

Teachers' Conception of the Social Studies 

Program 

Background Context 

ELA Experience 

Professional Development 

Leadership Roles 

Inquiry was central to the teachers' practices 

and varied in depth, frequency, and form. 

Teachers' use of inquiry-based learning 

Contextual Barriers related to time, 

collaborative mandates, fixed mindsets, 

characteristics of students, and Sociopolitical 

factors 

 

Barriers Overcome 

Fixed Mind Sets 

Shared Expectations 

Age of Students 

Time 

Content Knowledge 

Administration 

COVID-19 Safety Protocols & Community 

Diversity (Sociopolitical Factors) 

Teaching practices to address contextual 

barriers to IBL related to knowledge and skills. 

Knowledge of Students 

Collaboration Skills 

Long-term Planning Skills 

Facilitation Skills 

Scaffolding practices were significant. Scaffolding 
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Appendix E 

Interview Protocol: Teacher Participant 

Interviews Two & Three: Participant 1 DJ 

              Interview # ________ 

              Participant: ________ 

              Date_____/_____/_____ 

 Script  

     Thank you for participating in my doctoral dissertation study.  This study is in partial 

fulfillment of the requirements for my degree completion at Kennesaw State University.  My 

name is Julie (Juliann Noble-Healy), and I am a former middle and high school social studies 

teacher. I am studying how teachers address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based 

learning in social studies. I am hoping to learn about practices that can inform professional 

development for inquiry-based learning.  

    Today's interview will take about an hour and includes several questions regarding the 

practices you use to address contextual barriers identified during the first interview to implement 

inquiry in your social studies classroom. I would like your permission to Zoom record this 

interview, so I may accurately document the information you convey. If at any time during the 

interview you wish to discontinue the use of the recorder or the interview itself, please feel free 

to let me know, and we will stop. All of your responses are confidential. Your responses will 

remain confidential and will be used only for research purposes.  

   At this time, I would like to ask for your verbal consent and inform you that your participation 

in this interview also implies your consent. Your participation in this interview is entirely 

voluntary. If at any time you need to stop, take a break, or return to a question, please let me 

know. You may also withdraw your participation at any time without consequence. Do you have 

any questions or concerns before we begin? Then with your permission, we will start the 

interview.  

Research Questions: Issues/Topics  

 

 

Research indicates that contextual barriers to teachers' use of inquiry-based learning vary 

considerably. During the first interview, you identified four barriers in your context that you 

actively work to overcome to implement inquiry. 

• Fixed Mind Set (students and colleagues) Ex. Students’ beliefs that learning should be 

straightforward or linear. 

• Shared expectations: Planning and implementation (teachers with other content 

commitments) 

• Age of Students- 6th graders are limited in their opportunities to “take action” as outlined 

in Dimension Four of the C3 Framework. 

• Community Diversity- related to politics and navigating the current political climate 

while considering all members of the learning community. 
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 After reviewing your inquiry unit/lessons on "The impact of location, climate, natural 

resources and population distribution on Europe,” I want to discuss the practices you used to 

address the identified barriers during planning and implementation. 

 

Fixed Mind Set (students and colleagues) 

In the first interview, you identified a Fixed Mind Set (students and colleagues). Ex. Students’ 

beliefs that learning should be straightforward or linear as a barrier to inquiry. 

1. Can you describe how the fixed mindset of colleagues or administration impacted how 

you incorporated this inquiry?  

 

2. Can you describe any considerations for students that might have a fixed mindset 

regarding inquiry? 

 

Shared Expectations: planning and implementation of lessons 

 

In the first interview, you identified shared expectations of planning and implementation of 

lessons as a barrier to inquiry. You mentioned that it was difficult when teachers had other 

content priorities or commitments. 

 

3. Can you describe how you worked with your colleagues to plan and implement this 

unit/lesson to meet the administrative expectations of common lessons and varied student 

needs? Explain in enough detail that another teacher could implement your practice. 

Probe: Did you consider 

• Differentiation 

• Teaching style 

• Class size 

 

Age of Students:  

In the first interview, you identified the age of students as a barrier to inquiry. In particular, you 

felt that 6th grade students were limited in their opportunities to “take action” as outlined in 

Dimension Four of the C3 Framework. 

4. Can you describe how the age of the students played a role in the planning of this 

inquiry? 
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Community Diversity 

In the first interview, you identified community diversity or lack of diversity as a barrier to 

inquiry. You mentioned that you had to carefully navigating the current political climate while 

considering all members of the learning community. 

5. Can you describe how community diversity played a role in the planning of this inquiry? 

 

Implementation: This interview is being conducted after the lesson implementation.  

 

6. Can you describe any modifications that you made during implementation to address: 

• Fixed Mind Set  

• Shared expectations:  

• Age of Students  

• Community Diversity 

 

7. After I review the data, can I contact you to clarify my understanding of your 

perspective? 

 

       8. Before we conclude this interview, is there anything else you would like to share? 

 

Interview Protocol: Teacher Participant 

Interview Two: Participant 2 DM 

 

              Interview # ________ 

              Participant: ________ 

              Date_____/_____/_____ 

 Script  

     Thank you for participating in my doctoral dissertation study.  This study is in partial 

fulfillment of the requirements for my degree completion at Kennesaw State University.  My 

name is Julie (Juliann Noble-Healy), and I am a former middle and high school social studies 

teacher. I am studying how teachers address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based 

learning in social studies. I am hoping to learn about practices that can inform professional 

development for inquiry-based learning.  

    Today's interview will take about an hour and includes several questions regarding the 

practices you use to address contextual barriers identified during the first interview to implement 

inquiry in your social studies classroom. I would like your permission to Zoom record this 

interview, so I may accurately document the information you convey. If at any time during the 
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interview you wish to discontinue the use of the recorder or the interview itself, please feel free 

to let me know, and we will stop. All of your responses are confidential. Your responses will 

remain confidential and will be used only for research purposes.  

   At this time, I would like to ask for your verbal consent and inform you that your participation 

in this interview also implies your consent. Your participation in this interview is entirely 

voluntary. If at any time you need to stop, take a break, or return to a question, please let me 

know. You may also withdraw your participation at any time without consequence. Do you have 

any questions or concerns before we begin? Then with your permission, we will start the 

interview.  

Research Questions: Issues/Topics  

 

 

Research indicates that contextual barriers to teachers' use of inquiry-based learning vary 

considerably. During the first interview, you identified three barriers in your context that you 

actively work to overcome to implement inquiry. 

• Time: planning, self-created lessons 

• Fixed Mind Set (students and colleagues) 

• Shared expectations: Planning and implementation of lessons 

In your journal, you identified practices  

 

 After reviewing your inquiry unit/lessons on "The Role of Georgia in the Revolutionary 

Era." I want to discuss the practices you used to address the identified barriers during planning 

and implementation. 

Time: planning, self-created lessons 

In the first interview, you identified time to plan self-created lessons as a barrier to inquiry "No, I 

never had a hard time covering all the curriculum. It's just the planning that goes into it. I just 

edit a little, my DBQ, but a lot of these, I'll create myself. 

 

8. Can you describe how you selected and adapted this unit/lessons so that you did not have 

to create the entire unit? Explain in enough detail that another teacher could implement 

your practice.  

 

Fixed Mind Set (students and colleagues) 

     In the first interview, you explained that freedom in planning is created in ways that you work 

with your colleagues because there is an expectation of common lessons, "unless I can convince 

my teammate, or being a bully, a kind one, a kind one." 
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9. Can you describe how you convinced your colleagues to incorporate inquiry or this 

particular inquiry?  Explain in enough detail that another teacher could implement your 

practice. 

 

10. Can you describe any considerations for students that might have a fixed mindset 

regarding inquiry? 

 

Shared Expectations: planning and implementation of lessons 

 

11. Can you describe how you worked with your colleagues to plan and implement this 

unit/lesson to meet the administrative expectations of common lessons and varied student 

needs? Explain in enough detail that another teacher could implement your practice. 

 

• Differentiation 

• Teaching style 

• Class size 

 

       4. Before we conclude this interview, is there anything else you would like to share? 
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Appendix F 

Interview Protocol: Teacher Participant 

Interview Three: Participant 2 DM 

 

              Interview # ________ 

              Participant: ________ 

              Date_____/_____/_____ 

 Script  

     Thank you for participating in my doctoral dissertation study. This study is in partial 

fulfillment of the requirements for my degree completion at Kennesaw State University. My 

name is Julie (Juliann Noble-Healy), and I am a former middle and high school social studies 

teacher. I am studying how teachers address contextual barriers to implement inquiry-based 

learning in social studies. I am hoping to learn about practices that can inform professional 

development for inquiry-based learning.  

    Today's interview will take about 30 minutes. The questions focus on the practices you 

adjusted after initial planning to address contextual barriers identified during the first interview 

to implement inquiry in your social studies classroom. I would like your permission to Zoom 

record this interview, so I may accurately document the information you convey. If at any time 

during the interview you wish to discontinue the use of the recorder or the interview itself, please 

feel free to let me know, and we will stop. All of your responses are confidential. Your responses 

will remain confidential and will be used only for research purposes.  

   At this time, I would like to ask for your verbal consent and inform you that your participation 

in this interview also implies your consent. Your participation in this interview is entirely 

voluntary. If at any time you need to stop, take a break, or return to a question, please let me 

know. You may also withdraw your participation at any time without consequence. Do you have 

any questions or concerns before we begin? Then with your permission, we will start the 

interview.  

Research Questions: Issues/Topics  

 

Research indicates that contextual barriers to teachers' use of inquiry-based learning vary 

considerably. During the first interview, you identified three barriers in your context that you 

actively work to overcome to implement inquiry. 

• Time: planning, self-created lessons 

• Fixed Mind Set (students and colleagues) 

• Shared expectations: Planning and implementation of lessons 
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 After reviewing your journal entries, I want to discuss the practices you adjusted during 

the implementation of "The Role of Georgia in the Revolutionary Era"  to address the identified 

barriers. 

Time: planning, self-created lessons 

   In your journal, you identified scaffolding practices related to writing, student effort, and 

feedback. You also mentioned that time, in general, was a barrier due to outside events and 

requirements. 

12. Can you describe how you adjusted this unit/lesson during implementation considering 

time? Explain in enough detail that another teacher could implement your practice.  

Fixed Mind Set (students and colleagues) 

 In your journal, you identified concerns of your colleagues regarding the demands of 

feedback and behavior issues. 

13. Can you describe how you convinced your colleagues to continue the inquiry?  

14. Can you describe any adjustments made to motivate students?  

 

Shared Expectations: planning and implementation of lessons 

 

   In your journal, you identified the requirement of a shared grade book as an issue when 

adjusting the final written assessment for the inquiry.  

15. Can you describe how you worked with your colleagues to adjust instruction to meet the 

demands of shared expectations? 

 

       5. Before we conclude this interview, is there anything else you would like to share about 

inquiry after this unit or moving forward? 
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Appendix G 

Evaluating an Inquiry Design Model (IDM) Lesson 

 

. 
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