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Introduction: The Role of Inquiry in K–12 Social Studies Education

E ncouraging students to think for themselves has always been a primary goal of social studies 
instruction nationwide. Yet, educators have largely had to forge their own paths towards 

helping students develop the critical-thinking skills needed to understand the complex dynamics 
behind history, economics, geography, and civics.

Today, educators in the social sciences have access to more comprehensive models of instruction 
that are designed to move students from rote memorization to active engagement. In many 
states, that model is the College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State 
Standards. In California, it is the History-Social Science Framework, adopted in 2016. California’s 
framework was built around the C3 and Common Core ELA and ELD standards, and it includes a 
significant focus on inquiry.

In fact, inquiry is now at the center of most K–12 social science frameworks nationwide, because 
it encourages learners to gather, analyze, and interpret facts rather than memorize them. Asking 
students to formulate questions based on their own curiosity and answer them through critical 
analysis drives a cycle of engagement not often seen in a traditional, lecture-style classroom. It also 
prepares young students for the level of thinking they will need to do to be successful as college 
students, professionals, and citizens.  

More educational publishers now offer comprehensive programs and flexible resources to help 
teachers introduce inquiry into their classrooms at a pace with which they are comfortable. Taking 
those first steps can feel daunting, but they don’t need to be. 

In this paper, we will discuss what inquiry means for the K–12 classroom, how inquiry supports 
the History-Social Science Framework in California, and how educators can begin to successfully 
introduce inquiry into their history and social science classrooms.

What Is Inquiry?

Emily Schell is the Executive Director of the California International Studies Project, which 
inspires and supports educators to develop global competence and active citizenship in PK-12 

students. Schell contributed to the professional development and instructional strategy chapters 
in California’s 2016 History-Social Science Framework. 

When asked how she defines inquiry, Schell says, “Students are naturally going to ask themselves, 
‘What is the point of this class?’ and if they can’t answer that question, they start to tune out. True 
inquiry incites them to answer this question for themselves by fully engaging them in the subject 
matter. It’s not about memorization and regurgitation. It’s about getting students to question 
why things happened, how they might have been different, and whether the “facts” are true for 
everyone. When students say, ‘I never thought about it like that,’ they suddenly see the value of  
the class.”

Tracy Middleton is an 8th-grade social studies teacher at Hidden Valley Middle School in Escondido. 
She has been teaching social studies for 22 years, and she implemented inquiry in her classroom 
years before the C3 Framework was created. Middleton shares many of Schell’s views on inquiry. 
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“Inquiry lets kids take control and ask questions based on what they already know,” Middleton 
says. “Then they study documents and other sources to dig deeper rather than relying on the 
teacher to provide one right answer. Putting kids in the driver’s seat in this way leads to a lot more 
engagement.” 

While teachers are often more comfortable with a system in which there are “right” answers 
that can be checked against an answer key, the reality is that there is not always a right or wrong 
answer for everyone.

“If I ask my students, ‘What does it mean to live in a good neighborhood?’, they will all have 
very different answers, none of which are wrong,” says Schell. “Teaching students to become 
good citizens means exposing them to different perspectives and showing them how to reach a 
reasonable position. To do this, teachers must become comfortable with ambiguous situations and 
admit that they don’t have all the answers.”

Asking questions is not enough. Teaching effective inquiry means helping students develop a habit 
of mind in which they are naturally inclined to question information and cross-check primary and 
secondary sources, such as journal entries, images, and interviews, to look at an issue from all 
sides. It also means helping them understand the limitations of their own perspectives and the 
validity of other world views.

Schell says, “Asking ‘What if?’ is a good way to get kids talking. For example, what if the 
Revolutionary War was never fought? Or what if the results favored Great Britain? When such 
a question is posed, students begin listening to each other’s perspectives, bringing forward the 
experience and background of others, and bringing more depth to the discussion.”

Inquiry in the California History-Social Science Framework

M uch like the C3 Framework, California’s History-Social Science Framework promotes inquiry 
for its ability to bring meaning and relevance to the fore. Schell believes the C3 and its 

inquiry arc breathed new life into the work she was already doing with California teachers as they 
were crafting the History-Social Science Framework. 

“Inquiry flows through all chapters in the Framework, so the entire curriculum is in alignment,” 
says Schell. “This can be both exciting and challenging for teachers who are used to delivering 
information via lectures or direct teaching.”

Tracy Middleton agrees that shifting to an inquiry-based approach can seem overwhelming to 
some teachers. 

“California social science teachers are not resistant to inquiry, but some have been slow to get on 
board because it’s a lot to digest, and many have limited primary sources.”

Schell says the state has been holding full-day events to roll out the new framework throughout 
California, and that most have been at full capacity. “There is a lot of interest in the four areas 
of focus, which include a different look at content, citizenship, literacy, and inquiry. The greatest 
interest is in what’s new, and that’s inquiry.”

Schell acknowledges that teaching inquiry in the elementary grades is much different than 
teaching it in middle and high school. 
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“In elementary grades, we begin by tapping into students’ curiosity and then help them develop 
their critical thinking skills through analysis and evaluation. That often means doing away with 
things like templates and sentence frames,” she says. “By the upper grades, we want students not 
just to ask questions but to take informed actions based on the information they are learning. That 
can be a teacher-mandated end project that demonstrates how new ideas helped formulate a new 
perspective. But, ideally, a student will feel an internal need to share newfound information with 
peers and parents or join a cause based on a revelation. That is the ultimate benefit of inquiry.”

The California History-Social Science Framework begins teaching K–5 students to be more curious 
by encouraging them to do research:

“Opportunities to engage in research contribute to students’ knowledge of the world, and 
they are one of the most powerful ways to integrate the strands of the language arts with one 
another and with subject matter… Students engage in research, with guidance and support, 
beginning in transitional kindergarten… By grades four and five, students begin investigating 
different aspects of a topic when conducting short research projects and, in grade five, using 
several sources. They are able to paraphrase, categorize information, and list sources. Students 
draw evidence from text to support analysis, reflection, and research. Research projects 
provide the opportunity for students to pursue their interests within the history–social science 
curriculum (thus contributing to motivation and engagement), make authentic use of texts and 
online resources, and engage in purposeful communication and collaboration with others, both 
virtually and in person.” (California Department of Education [CDE], 2017).

For grades 6–12, the Framework presents inquiry skills in relation to the four main social science 
disciplines: Civics and Government, Economics, Geography, and History. 

“The Historical and Social Science Analysis Skills and the C3 Framework address the intellectual 
skills students should learn and apply when engaged in inquiry (utilizing the individual tools of 
each discipline to investigate a significant question and marshal relevant evidence in support 
of their own interpretations). The skills described below are organized by one of the four main 
social science disciplines: civics/government, economics, geography, and history. However, 
across all of the disciplines students should understand and frame questions of disciplinary 
significance that can be answered by research and study. Students should also use a variety of 
sources to make claims that address questions of disciplinary significance.” (CDE, 2017).

Understanding the inquiry skills in the Framework and implementing them are very different 
things. For instance, Middleton builds her eighth-grade inquiries around the four disciplines 
mentioned in the Framework, but doing so takes careful planning. 

“When possible, I pull primary and secondary sources that touch each discipline,” says Middleton. 
“Sometimes one of those, like civics, might not be there, so I do a project that addresses that 
piece at the end.” 

Middleton’s advice to teachers who are new to inquiry and who feel overwhelmed by addressing 
these categories is to start small. “You don’t have to go big when implementing inquiry. Just try one 
or two things, and you’ll be surprised by the results.” 
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Introducing Inquiry into K–12 Classrooms

B oth Schell and Middleton agree that the most important step for introducing inquiry into a 
classroom is to pose a compelling or essential question.

“An essential question is an anticipatory hook that pulls students in,” says Schell. “For instance, if 
I’m teaching about the Revolutionary War, I might ask, ‘Why risk lives to fight for freedom?’ This 
puts students into the mindset of the people they are studying. The goal is to get students to a 
place where they start asking questions.”

Middleton poses an essential question, and then invites her students to come up with more 
questions. They write them on sticky notes that are placed on a board. At the end of the day, 
Middleton categorizes the questions and compiles them in a document, which she distributes back 
to her classes. 

“I teach six periods, and I ask each of them to generate questions based on the same essential 
question,” says Middleton. “For instance, I might ask ‘How did sugar expand slavery?’ Sometimes 
students come up with a lot of the same questions. Other times there are questions from one class 
that the other class hadn’t thought of, so I end up with a very strong list.”

Middleton then has her students work in small groups to answer those questions in double-entry 
journals. She presents resources to help the kids work through the information while touching on 
all four disciplines.

“My kids will look at trade economics by studying a graph that shows how sugar consumption rose 
with the beginning of slavery. They relive history by looking at images of enslaved people working 
the land. They learn geography by following the movement of enslaved people from Africa on a 
map. And finally, they make connections to human trafficking today and create a civics project that 
addresses the top ten industries in which child labor is currently being used. The big takeaway for 
my students is that they understand the complex issues that led to slavery.”

Middleton understands how intimidating it can be for teachers who are new to inquiry to pull 
primary and secondary sources for each discipline and plan a project at the same time.

“Teachers and administrators need to know that when you go deep like this, a one-week unit 
becomes two or two-and-a-half weeks,” she says. “Teachers can’t do a project with every inquiry, 
but they should try to do at least one every trimester.”

Schell explains why this level of inquiry is so important: “When you connect new ideas to things 
you already know, it moves knowledge from your short-term to your long-term memory. Bits of 
information are difficult to connect to, so when we fill in the information gaps by reconstructing 
the stories of enslaved persons, for example, those same bits of information become more 
meaningful and memorable.”

Schell recalls meeting with a teacher who had been teaching social studies the traditional way for 
25 years. After trying inquiry in her classroom, the teacher received a note from a parent that 
thanked her for inspiring her daughter. “I don’t know what you’re doing,” it read, “but my daughter 
can’t stop talking about immigration, and she’s never been interested in history before. Thank you.”
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In 25 years, that teacher had never received such a card before. “I was a holdout,” she told Schell. 
“Now I’m sold. I want to do more than one unit of inquiry.”

Schell says that the secret to effective inquiry is the “in-between”—the time when the jigsaw 
puzzle has not yet been solved. “The messy part is seeking out different perspectives, primary or 
secondary sources, journals or government documents, and evaluating sources,” she says. “The 
uncertain stage between asking a question and taking action is working together to wonder out 
loud how things happened and why they happened the way they did.”

Middleton points out that now that the California Framework has been rolled out along with a new 
textbook adoption, teachers have more of the resources they need to embrace inquiry, including  
engaging tools such as interactive maps, charts, infographics, and games. She suggests looking 
for a comprehensive program that integrates a wealth of primary sources into an inquiry arc and 
includes an inquiry notetaking tool, such as an inquiry journal.

“My advice is to just try it. Start with inquiry journals and work from there,” she says. “All you 
need is one question and two documents to start an engaging conversation.”

As students take part in those engaging conversations, they will become better thinkers, better 
researchers and better collaborators. They will know why it was important to study a subject, and 
they will walk away with a broader perspective on the world.

Conclusion: Inquiry and Good Citizenship

T he traditional approach to teaching social sciences cannot fully prepare students for the 
challenges of college, career, and active citizenship. Only curiosity can inspire and engage 

them in a way that will make them hungry for knowledge and proactive about pursuing it.

“When kids are talking about it, they care about it,” says Schell. “And when they care, it is easier 
to help them deal with not having the “right” answer. After all, that’s not how the world works. 
Students need to be OK with shades of grey to be successful.”

Schell notes that true civics projects should compel students to take informed action. While that 
can mean something as simple as sharing new perspectives in a presentation, she suggests inquiry 
should inevitably take students even farther.

“We go through the inquiry process with a purpose, and that is to help students become better 
people and better citizens,” she says. “Ultimately, the student should think, ‘Wow, I didn’t 
understand the implications of that topic, and now that I do, I want to talk to my parents and 
friends about it. I want to really do something about it.’” 

Reference

1. California Department of Education (2017.) History–social science framework for California  
public schools, kindergarten through grade twelve. Retrieved January 15, 2018, from  
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/hs/cf/hssframework.asp

SS17 M 13203 


