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ISSUE REACTION: INQUIRY-BASED LEARNING IN THE COLLEGE
CLASSROOM

JILL L. LANE, JOANNE M. CAWLEY
THE PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIVERSITY

Inquiry-based learning is a research-based learning technique used to promote student
comprehension, self-reflection, and research skills. The implementation of inquiry-based learning
methods in the classroom can look very different depending on student factors, such as academic level,
and on instructional variations, such as academic discipline. In all cases, students will learn more
meaningful information if inquiry-based activities are student-centered. The five phases of inquiry-based
learning are (1) identification of prior knowledge, (2) student exploration, (3) focus on content, (4)
organization of new ideas, and (5) application to new situations. This issue reaction explores ideas on
how to implement inquiry-based learning in a course as well as the challenges of this approach.

Inquiry-based learning can be described as "the acquisition of new concepts through carefully
structured student activities involving the formulation and testing of hypotheses" (Otto, 1991). Inquiry-
based learning is a research-based strategy that actively involves students in an exploration of the
content, issues, and questions surrounding a curricular area. Activities are designed so that students
work individually or in teams to solve problems that incorporate both class work and fieldwork.

While inquiry-based, problem-based, and case-based learning all provide opportunities for
students to be actively involved in their learning (Feletti, 1993), inquiry-based learning is the most
appropriate instructional method to use if you want your students to become better researchers. By
implementing an inquiry-based technique, students have more opportunity to reflect on their own
learning and thus gain a deeper understanding of the course concepts (King, 1995).

The amount of teacher-directed vs. student-centered learning in inquiry-based classroom can
vary depending upon the level of the students, their prior knowledge about the subject, and the level of
experience that they have had with inquiry-based learning. In the college classroom, inquiry can vary
from an activity where the instructor selects the topic and helps students formulate research questions to
student-led research where the instructor acts as a support person should the students ask for help.
According to Bonnstetter (1998), as inquiry-based activities become more student-centered, more
meaningful learning takes place.

Though inquiry-based learning will appear different depending on the curricular areas, Boylan
(1988) suggests using a five-phase learning cycle. First, the instructor must identify what the learners
already know about the content. Then the students are allowed to explore events, situations, and
information about the content. In the third stage, the students begin to develop a deeper and more
scientific understanding of the concepts as they focus on the details of the content. To create meaningful
understanding, the learners next organize new ideas and relate them to prior knowledge. Finally, the
learners practice and apply what is learned in novel situations.

This issue reaction team examined ways in which inquiry-based learning could be used to
involve students in research. Discussions focused on a hypothetical sociology course called "Morphing
the American Family."

Researchable areas discovered for this course revolved around the changing demographics and
perceptions of today's American family. These areas would give students experience conducting
research that was relevant not only to the course but to their own lives. The biggest challenge that arose
was not in using inquiry-based methods to teach the class but instead was determining the level of
involvement of the instructor. The team recommended that the instructor would need to provide students
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with background on the issues, content of the course, and the range of strategies used to address the
research questions. The depth of coverage of these topics would vary depending on the students’ prior
knowledge and experience conducting research. However, regardless of the level of involvement, the
instructor would need to guide students to the right answers using questioning techniques rather than
telling the students the answer. Finally, the instructor would need to conduct evaluations of the student
research periodically throughout the semester so the students would understand how well they were
performing. Methods for these evaluations included the use of rubrics (grading guides) to help students
monitor their own performance and to allow the instructor the opportunity to appraise student
performance holistically (Wiggins, 1998).
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