
 

ABSTRACT 

BROWN, SETH NICHOLAS. The Role of the Professional Learning Team (PLT) in the 
Planning, Teaching, and Assessment of Inquiry-based Learning in Social Studies. (Under the 
Direction of Dr. John K. Lee).  
  

This case study explored the role of a Professional Learning Team (PLT) in the planning, 

teaching, and assessment of inquiry-based learning in social studies with a single high school, 

world history PLT consisting of four teachers. Theories of constructivism and pedagogical 

content knowledge provided a framework for the study. Data were analyzed in a two-stage 

eclectic coding process. Three data sources were used, including interviews, observations of PLT 

meetings and classes, and teacher and student created documents. 

The findings from the planning stage focused on the co-planning process the PLT 

utilized. The teachers in the PLT benefited from working together to learn the inquiry pedagogy 

and utilized the strengths of the individuals to support the team. A lack of teacher content 

knowledge related to topic they taught impacted the sources teachers found and selected for the 

inquiry. The findings from the teaching stage focused on how teachers individually implemented 

the co-planned inquiry. Teachers used pedagogical strategies independent of one another to teach 

the co-planned inquiry. Students struggled with the length and difficulty of the sources and they 

lacked some of the skills they needed to fully engage in the inquiry. The findings from the 

assessment stage focused on how assessment was woven throughout the teaching process. The 

teachers were able to assess student understanding in the formative tasks for the inquiry, but 

there was a considerable range in the quality of the summative argumentative task. The weakness 

of students’ final inquiry products caused teachers to question if the inquiry was as successful as 

they hoped. 



 

The implications from the findings from this study indicate that teachers who plan to 

implement inquiry as a new instructional practice should consider working with a PLT.  When 

designing an inquiry, teachers should choose a topic with which they are familiar and have 

appropriate sources available. The lack of teacher content knowledge on the content topic made 

it difficult for these teachers to find the appropriate sources to support student learning. The 

findings also imply that teachers should design pedagogy so students are able to actively 

collaborate with peers. Finally, because the assessment was woven throughout the inquiry, 

teachers need to be clear and deliberate with regards to planning the assessments and be careful 

if any modifications are made to the assessments. 

Keywords: Inquiry Design Model, Professional Learning Team, inquiry-based learning, 

pedagogical content knowledge, social studies.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The Professional Learning Team (PLT) is a useful structure for supporting teachers as 

they plan, teach, and assess student understanding. Louis and Kruse (1994) and later DuFour and 

Eaker (1998) described five characteristics of school-based PLTs including shared values, 

reflective dialogue, derivatization of practice, focus on student learning, and collaboration. In a 

PLT teachers collaborate on the right issues to impact child and adult learning (DuFour, 2013). 

When teachers work together to improve student achievement, the PLT can be a powerful 

framework to organize how teachers impact student understanding and learning.  

The political structure of social studies education and the climate of testing have had a 

profound impact on what and how social studies is taught in public schools. The No Child Left 

Behind Act (2002) (NCLB) established national rules and procedures that focused on the tested 

subjects and left social studies in a tenuous situation as a core subject (Fitchett & Heafner, 2010). 

Researchers and scholars have noted that after the implementation of NCLB, social studies was 

deemphasized in schools in favor of tested subjects, impacting curriculum time devoted to social 

studies in the early grades and administrative support for social studies (Anderson, 2014; 

Patterson, Chandler, & Dahlgren, 2013; Rock et al., 2006). Through NCLB, legislators set a goal 

that all public education students would be proficient in reading and math by 2014, with 

proficiency measured through state-developed assessments. To some the emphasis on high-

stakes testing did not produce high-quality, informed citizens (Ravitch, 2010). Others argued that 

NCLB encouraged contrived, trivial exercises focused on compliance rather than opportunities to 

solve meaningful problems or answer compelling (King, Newmann, & Carmichael, 2009). 

According to a 2017 PDK/Gallup poll, the public weighed in saying they would rather have 
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students focusing on the skills they would need to be successful in careers and working with 

others to solve problems (Richardson, 2017). 

In this context, the College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies 

State Standards was published by the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) (2013) in 

an effort to unify social studies academic disciplines and emphasize skill-based civic oriented 

inquiry. The C3 Framework and the associated emphasis on inquiry aimed to reinvigorate social 

studies and reclaim the ground that social studies lost in the preceding decades (Lee & Swan, 

2013). However, asking teachers to change instructional practices is a daunting task (Hall & 

Hord, 1987; Herczog, 2014). This study is situated in the wake of the C3 Framework given the 

difficulties of curriculum change. 

In the Inquiry Design Model (IDM) was designed to put into action the ideas of the C3 

Framework. IDM provides teachers with an active and authentic way to structure inquiry-based 

lessons (Swan, Lee, & Grant, 2015). Teachers who use IDM identify a compelling question 

based on standards with the goal of sparking students’ curiosity. Students engage with the 

question using disciplinary concepts and tools toward making an argument and taking civic 

action based on what they learned. This inquiry process is grounded in academically rigorous 

work that authentically sparks student engagement in a way that just finding the facts in a source 

or listening to a great storyteller does not (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2015; Schlechty, 2002). Through 

thoughtful implementation of IDM, teachers create curriculum activities, which allow students to 

examine disciplinary sources and determine ways to scaffold student learning as they build 

understanding using supporting questions and formative assessment tasks. Through inquiry, 

students examine historical evidence to make their own conclusions.  Inquiry-based instruction 

makes learning more relevant and important to students’ lives. However, active and authentic 
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learning and teaching is difficult to achieve when teachers focus more on transmitting factual 

knowledge than helping students construct a deep understanding of the content through the use 

of primary sources (Newmann, 1995; Newmann & Wehlage, 1993). Inquiry serves as a way to 

move beyond transmitting a canon of knowledge to creating academically rigorous and authentic 

instruction grounded in students’ experiences. 

Planning and implementing inquiry-based instruction can be difficult given that inquiry 

emerges from encountering challenges characterized by doubt, difficulty, conflict, and mystery. 

As a result, this style of pedagogy represents a major theoretical shift for teachers (Barell, 2008; 

Short et al., 1996). Dewey (1916) explained that, “all thinking involves risk” (Dewey, 1916), so 

planning and teaching with inquiry and the thinking that is involved with it can be an 

unpredictable path for a teacher. Working together with other teachers is one way to lessen 

teachers’ risk and it underscores the importance of a study on the process of how teachers plan, 

teach, and assess an inquiry as a team.  

Arthur Koestler (1972) developed the term holonomy to describe the symbiotic 

relationship between the part and the whole of something. Like the human body, the heart is one 

part of the body and at the same time, it is part of the whole human. If something happens to the 

human, it impacts the heart and if something happens to the heart it impacts the rest of the 

human. A Professional Learning Team (PLT) and the individual teachers who make up a PLT 

function in a holonomous relationship.  PLTs can enhance the effectiveness of the individual 

efforts of teachers through job-embedded, organizational structures focused on shared values, 

student understanding, collaboration, best practices, and reflective dialogue (Darling-Hammond 

& Richardson, 2009; Hord, 1997, 2009; Louis & Marks, 1998). These collaborative structures 

partner well with IDM because they serve as one way for teachers to receive the support they 
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need to adopt new practice in an active way while having a positive impact on student 

understanding (Hord, 2009). Each teacher in a PLT supports the other teachers and, therefore, the 

overall learning outcomes for students are important to the PLT as well as to the individual 

teachers.  

Teachers’ expertise and autonomy is honored in IDM by providing a different model of 

designing engaging inquiry-based learning for students (Grant, Lee, & Swan, 2015; Swan, Lee, 

et al., 2015). The IDM is not a step-by-step set of directions for instructors to follow, but rather 

provides over-arching goals for teachers to make professional, pedagogical decisions based on 

what is best for their students to learn in the process of answering the compelling question. IDM 

was designed to be different in each classroom and the expectation is that even in a co-planned 

inquiry, the implementation of a specific inquiry may not look the same in each class. 

Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 

This study investigated how individual teachers planned, taught, and assessed inquiry-

based instruction as autonomous instructors in their own class as well as the role of collaboration 

when working in a PLT. The research questions for this study were: 

1. Planning - How do teachers in a high school, world history PLT collaborate when 

planning for inquiry-based instruction? 

2. Teaching - How do teachers in a PLT individually implement a co-planned inquiry in 

their classes? 

a. What are some conscious decisions made by individual teachers as they teach 

the inquiry in their class? 

b. What factors influence modifications made by individual teachers to the 

inquiry? 
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3. Assessing - How do teachers in a PLT assess student understanding in their individual 

classes when teaching a co-planned inquiry? 

a. How do teachers in a PLT reflect on their teaching based on the assessments? 

A group of high performing high school teachers in a world history PLT participated in 

this research. Individually, each of the teachers demonstrated their effectiveness on standardized 

assessments. The teachers created and shared innovative practices on the county and state level 

on several occasions. They redesigned their world history class for the 2015-16 school year 

based on major themes rather than chronology and designed an entire course packet of sources to 

support the redesign. However, when introduced to the concept of inquiry in social studies, 

specifically the IDM, they did not initially embrace it as a PLT. Instead of designing inquiries, 

they redesigned the world history pacing guide using the structure of IDM for creating thematic 

units. In 2016, one teacher in the PLT won an award from C3 Teachers (c3teachers.org), for an 

inquiry designed for an elective class on the Holocaust. As an individual, she planned, taught, 

and assessed the inquiry, but did not bring the inquiry to her PLT. 

If this innovative, creative, and effective group of teachers was hesitant to teach an 

inquiry, the question remained why that was the case.  The C3 Framework and Inquiry Design 

Model embraced by the NCSS was, by design, a decentralized, grassroots curriculum initiative. 

If the concept was to spread among teachers, it is important to understand how teachers plan, 

teach, and assess inquiries as a PLT and to know the challenges and benefits of why this model 

might be shared among teachers. 

Significance of Study 

Hall and Hord (1987) identified a theory of change where improved teacher practice 

results in improved student achievement, ultimately leading to improved schools. They 
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acknowledge that often change is “laid on” teachers who then have to address the challenges of 

the change on their own (Hall & Hord, 1987, p. 17). Hall and Hord (1987) further explained that 

when teachers implement a new curriculum initiative it is important that the change be organized 

towards a shared vision.  To implement a change, teachers need to feel supported in adopting, 

collaborating, and refocusing the change. IDM was created to honor teachers’ knowledge and 

expertise as well as to enable access through open source platforms encouraging collaboration 

and support among teachers (Swan, Lee, et al., 2015). The open source format through which 

inquiry-based curriculum materials were shared by organizations such as C3 Teachers as well as 

on district websites encourages individual teachers to take an inquiry and personalize it to meet 

the individual needs of their students. This makes the process of sharing, planning, teaching, and 

assessing inquiries in social studies a grassroots process. By design, there is no one central 

curriculum authority developing inquiries. 

IDM has also been supported by formal efforts, including $3 million in funds from Race 

to the Top to develop the New York Social Studies Toolkit Project (Swan, Grant, & Lee, 2015a). 

Inquiries from the New York Social Studies Toolkit Project were written by practicing teachers, 

which again placed an emphasis on grassroots and teacher-centered activities.  After New York’s 

formal initiative ended, teachers were encouraged to continue creating and implementing 

inquiries in their classrooms. This research examines how teachers continued the process.                   

PLTs are one way to support teachers as they use inquiry in their classroom. Darling-

Hammond (2009) found communities of practice, such as PLTs, to be important for teachers in 

promoting change beyond individual classrooms. Teachers who feel supported in their learning, 

including using networks of peers in PLTs, have a stronger sense of efficacy and are more likely 

to adopt a change like inquiry (Hord, 1997). PLTs provide a collaborative focus on student 
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understanding that comes from reflective dialogue about opening up classroom practice, and 

could in turn provide teachers the support that may be needed to adopt inquiry in social studies 

(Louis & Marks, 1998). 

This study examined three stages of how a PLT implemented an inquiry. It examined 

how individual teachers were able to plan an inquiry as part of a PLT, how teachers scaffolded 

the learning to meet the needs of the students they taught in their individual classes, and how 

teachers in a PLT assessed both student learning as well as how they engaged in reflection on 

their own learning. Both the PLT and the individual teachers were examined to determine the 

role of the PLT in the implementation of the inquiry. 

Research Methods Summary 

This study used a single-case, embedded design to explore how a high school, world 

history PLT planned, taught, and assessed student understanding using inquiry-based learning. 

The case was bound by a world history PLT consisting of four teachers at a high school. The 

case followed the PLT from the planning stages through the assessment stages of one inquiry 

during the 2017 fall semester.  

Methods from Merriam (1998), Merriam and Tisdell (2016), and Yin (2014) were used in 

the design of the study as well as when collecting and analyzing the data. The research methods 

chosen aligned to a constructivist epistemological stance and provided an efficient way to answer 

the research questions. Three interviews were conducted with each of the four teachers: one 

before the planning started, one before teaching the inquiry, and one after the assessment 

occurred.  Observations of the PLT meetings were conducted during the planning stages as well 

as classroom observations during the teaching stages of the inquiry. Documents pertaining to the 

inquiry were analyzed data were triangulate between sources and methods.  
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Data were collected using a variety of contact sheets, protocols, and memos in a research 

journal. The interviews were audio recorded and the observations were video recorded. All audio 

and video data collected were transcribed as well. Eclectic coding was used during the first stage 

of coding before determining which second stage of coding is most appropriate (Saldana, 2016).    

Chapter Summary 

The C3 Framework and inquiry in social studies are connected attempts to reinvigorate 

social studies and engage students in authentic learning. The role of PLTs in planning, teaching, 

and assessing student understanding needs to be understood if inquiry-based learning is going to 

move from theory into classroom practice. This study used a single-case, embedded design to 

study how a high school professional learning team of teachers planned, taught, and assessed 

inquiry learning. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In the era of high-stakes testing and accountability, it has been imperative that systemic 

changes foster a culture of inquiry and continuous improvement at all levels to transform schools 

(Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit, & Pittenger, 2014). Therefore, the way teachers plan, teach, and 

assess student understanding needs to be aligned from the theoretical framework to the actual 

assessment used to determine what is being learned. Constructivism provides teachers who adopt 

an inquiry-based pedagogy with a framework that aligns to how they teach their students. Instead 

of simply listening to a teacher lecture on an historical event, students actively engage in and 

construct their understanding. The Inquiry Design Model (IDM) provides teachers with a 

practical structure to build inquiries that aligns to constructivist theory (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 

2017). With IDM, teachers aim to engage students with a compelling question and then structure 

the lesson using supporting questions and historical sources to provide students with the 

evidence they need to construct their individual answer to the compelling question. That 

structure allows students to complete the summative assessment task of communicating an 

informed action based on what was learned. Likewise, in order to learn how to teach students 

using inquiry, professional learning teams (PLT) have allowed teachers to collaborate with other 

teachers as they construct their own professional learning about how to plan, teach, and assess 

student understanding. PLTs enable teachers to learn in a fashion similar to how they taught their 

students.  

This chapter contains a review of the literature that framed the study and provided a 

research foundation for key concepts and topics through four sections. The first section on the 

theoretical framework provides an overview of constructivism and pedagogical content 

knowledge with regard to how these theories provide context for this research. Next, a section on 
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assessing student understanding outlines the construct of student understanding and the role 

assessment plays in the process of planning, teaching and assessing understanding. The concept 

of inquiry is reviewed in the next section, consisting of an examination of inquiry in social 

studies, a review of the C3 Framework’s Inquiry Arc, and a review of the Inquiry Design Model 

(IDM). Finally, the section on professional learning teams (PLTs) outlines the research on the 

impact of how teams of teachers impact student and teacher understanding.  

Theoretical Framework 

Constructivism and pedagogical content knowledge frame this research. Constructivism 

is a theoretical guide for how students and teachers learn while teaching inquiry. Pedagogical 

Content Knowledge provides a way to examine the professional knowledge of the teachers in the 

PLT and how they learned and taught content and pedagogy.  

Constructivist Theory 

Constructivism is a theory of learning focused on the learner’s construction of meaning 

and thinking both through individual cognitive and social activities (Bruning, Schraw, & Norby, 

2011; Fosnot & Perry, 2005). Learning is viewed as a constructive process, not a receptive one 

(Bruning et al., 2011; Dewey, 1916; National Research Council, 2000; Newmann, 1995; Piaget, 

1970), so constructivist teachers believe students learn best when they actively experience 

learning rather than passively listening and absorbing the expertise of teachers. A student’s 

experiences in the world is key to their understanding of the world. Therefore, the role of the 

teacher in constructivist classrooms is to allow students to ask and find answers to questions, to 

ponder contradictions, to generate hypotheses based on evidence, and to communicate 

conclusions so the brain can creatively rework prior experiences to create new understanding and 

ideas (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Dewey, 1929; Fosnot & Perry, 2005; Vygotsky, 1978).  As they 
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plan, teachers need to be familiar with, respect, and use students’ prior knowledge and 

experiences to help them connect current ideas to the new ideas being learned (Brooks & Brooks, 

1999). Deep reflections, struggling with difficult concepts and questions, and dialogue with 

others help students develop the connections and self-organization needed to learn (Dewey, 

1916; Fosnot & Perry, 2005).   Constructivist learning also involves assessing students’ higher-

order thinking and deep knowledge that requires multiple opportunities for students to learn, 

think through, fail, and reconstruct understanding (Newmann, 1995). So, instead of a single 

summative assessment, constructivist teachers use formative assessments to create opportunities 

to learn from prior misconceptions (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). 

Constructivist teachers believe that individuals construct understanding through cognitive 

and social processes based on prior experiences using internal, external, and social processes 

(Bruning et al., 2011; Costa, Garmston, Hayes, & Ellison, 2016; Newmann, 1995; Vygotsky, 

1978). As individuals construct their own meaning through a lived experience, constructivist 

teachers aim to study the multiple realities and implications of those on people’s lives and 

interactions (Patton, 2002). Learning is socially constructed and individually integrated (Costa et 

al., 2016).  Therefore, constructivists do not seek a single truth or point of view. Instead of 

seeking a right or wrong reality, constructivists use another’s view of the world to unpack their 

own view and how that impacts their commitments (Bruner, 1990). Therefore, teachers planning 

an inquiry should consider the different ways students see and understand a concept embedded in 

a compelling question.  

There are two theoretical perspectives in constructivism that acknowledge the individual 

cognitive construction of meaning as well as the social participation in cultural practices and the 

use of language in constructing meaning (Cobb, 1994). On the cognitive side, constructivism is 
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built on a foundation of cognitive development and deep understanding because learning is non-

linear and complex (Fosnot & Perry, 2005).  Knowledge construction based on authentic task-

based learning allows students to gain real world experiences that are worthwhile, significant, 

and meaningful while encouraging thoughtful reflection in constructivist classrooms (Archbald 

& Newmann, 1988; Newmann, Brandt, & Wiggins, 1998; Newmann, Marks, & Gamoran, 1996). 

Scholars such as Vygotsky (1978) focused on the social processes of constructing learning 

between the teacher and students, specifically using the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) to 

help scaffold understanding beyond what learners might individually accomplish (Bruning et al., 

2011; Fosnot & Perry, 2005). 

Rather than receiving a canon of factual history, constructivists believe that students need 

to construct cognitive links with what they learn because thinking the use and application of 

knowledge, not acquisition of knowledge (Bruner, Goodnow, & Austin, 2009).  Students acquire 

knowledge by inquiring, struggling, thinking, and discussing factual knowledge to make 

meaning as individuals and with the teacher. Wiggins and McTighe (2005) describe the process 

of students building understanding as reading the agreed upon facts while “reading between the 

lines” to infer the connections. As they teach, teachers are able to help students push the limits of 

their individual understanding by scaffolding support which allows them to comprehend 

information beyond individual capacity (Vygotsky, 1978). All of this is done because 

understanding happens best when individuals construct and then apply thinking.  

Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK)  

Shulman (1986) proposed a theoretical framework to explain the relationship of three 

types of teacher understanding and knowledge: pedagogical knowledge; content knowledge; and 

pedagogical content knowledge as the intersection of the two prior types. This framework 
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provides a useful way to examine not only the specific subject matter content teachers need to 

possess, but also the required knowledge of how best to transfer that subject knowledge to 

learners as teachers plan, teach, and assess understanding (Ormond & Cole, 1996). The 

connection between knowing the appropriate content to teach along with how best to help 

learners understand it is critical for teaching effectiveness (Ormond & Cole, 1996; Shulman, 

1987).  

Shulman (1986) explains that the focus on content knowledge serves to enhance 

pedagogical knowledge to properly blend the two aspects of teaching. The intersection of 

pedagogical content knowledge is important because it recognizes the dual importance of not 

only knowing how to teach, but also having a deep understanding of the content to make what is 

being learned a deep, rigorous, and authentic experience. Even though inquiry-based learning is a 

student-centered pedagogy, teacher comprehension of the content is even “more critical for the 

inquiry-oriented classroom than for its more didactic alternative” (Shulman, 1987, p. 7). 

Teachers serve as the source of understanding with regards to content knowledge in inquiries, 

because they are often the ones finding and selecting historical sources. Shulman (1987) argues 

that comprehension of the content on its own is not enough because that understanding has to be 

linked to the judgments and action that lead to pedagogical decisions. In order to plan, teach, and 

assess an inquiry, a teacher must have a balance of pedagogical content knowledge. 

Assessing Student Understanding 

There is a difference between learning and understanding. Students can learn facts or how 

to recite the Pledge of Allegiance but still not have a deep understanding of how those facts 

apply or what the words in the Pledge mean. Understanding comes from the process of students 

making inferences from the facts and constructing meaning as a learner (Dewey, 1910; Wiggins 
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& McTighe, 2005). Parker, Lo, Yeo, Valencia, Nguyen, Abbott, Nolen, Bransford, and Vye 

(2013) analyzed the difference between simply covering the curriculum for students who plan to 

take an Advanced Placement (AP) test versus aiming for true understanding of the material, 

which results in engagement, deep conceptual learning, and the ability to transfer concepts. 

Students can learn facts or dates that apply in one historical context, yet still not understand how 

to transfer that knowledge to another context; understanding a concept allows students to transfer 

what was learned in one situation and apply it when faced with something new (Wiggins & 

McTighe, 2005). Wiggins and McTighe’s (2005) Understanding by Design (UbD) described the 

importance of student understanding and the process teachers use to plan, teach, and assess 

understanding.  

The pattern of planning, teaching, and assessing is common throughout education. “All 

purposeful and effective teachers follow a cycle of plan-revise-teach-assess-reflect-adjust many 

times” (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005, p. 8).  This process is something that is familiar to all 

teachers, yet it can follow different patterns with varying levels of effectiveness. Within the 

planning, teaching, and assessing process, powerful assessments are what brings everything 

together towards students’ understanding (VanSledright, 2013). One common misconception 

among teachers that may cause student misunderstanding is a belief that expert teaching 

automatically leads to understanding (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). That misconception is 

referred to as the Expert Blind Spot. Just because a teacher understands a concept does not mean 

that their teaching of it leads to student understanding. To combat the Expert Blind Spot, 

Wiggins & McTighe (2005) described a process of backwards design that educators assume is 

common sense, yet feels unnatural. The process begins by determining the desired result first, 

then determining the acceptable evidence, and finally planning the instruction. This process 
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places more emphasis on the assessment as a way of ensuring that teachers are reliably achieving 

understanding in their students, so that learning (rather than teaching) remains the focus. 

Assessment is the process teachers use to determine how much students understand about 

the overall learning outcomes, achievement targets or performance standards (Wiggins & 

McTighe, 2005). Understanding is a construct that is central to producing deep student learning 

and helps to differentiate between lower level knowledge of facts and a lasting comprehension of 

concepts using higher-order, critical thinking skills. Assessment is crucial in the effort to form 

understanding and is used as part of instruction to redirect misunderstanding into understanding. 

It is also central in determining if students understand what is being taught. The backwards part 

of backwards design is most evident in the role that assessment plays in planning. Stage 2 -- 

determining acceptable evidence -- is where the UbD process departs from standard practice of 

many teachers (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). In this move, teachers determine what evidence 

needs to be collected before determining the activities used to collect it. This process places 

assessment in a key role in the planning process instead of being used as an afterthought.  

In order to measure understanding, an assessment needs to clearly align with a curriculum 

goal and be a valid measure of the desired outcome (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). In planning an 

assessment, Wiggins and McTighe (2005) pointed to the importance of three basic questions: 1) 

What kind of assessments of student learning do we need?; 2) What specific characteristics in 

student responses, products, or performances should we examine?; 3) Does the proposed 

assessment of student learning enable us to infer a student’s knowledge, skill, or understanding? 

Because this process is not natural, it is expected that teachers will need support in building 

assessments that answer these questions. In the process of developing quality assessments, it is 

important to develop assessments over time as a result of ongoing thinking and revision 
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(Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). VanSledright (2013) explained how well-planned assessments can 

guide students to understanding while conducting an inquiry. This requires assessments to move 

from a summative ranking of students towards a process of learning from misunderstanding as 

students construct their own understanding. It is also important to vary assessments so there are 

different measures of understanding over time using different types of assessments (Wiggins & 

McTighe, 2005). This allows for different snapshots to be taken to more fully determine 

understanding. 

A rigorous and relevant assessment can be framed by answering an essential or 

compelling question or through a performance assessment. Wiggins & McTighe (2005) used the 

six facets of understanding to provide a helpful scaffold of the types of understanding to collect 

evidence. The six facets that can be used to measure an assessment are 1) Explanation; 2) 

Interpretation; 3) Application; 4) Perspective; 5) Empathy; and 6) Self-Knowledge.  

It is also important that an assessment accurately measures what it is intended to measure. 

Wiggins & McTighe (2005) suggested that an assessment may not be valid if a student who does 

not possess understanding could still perform well or, conversely, if the student could perform 

poorly despite understanding the topic.  An assessment is thought to be valid when 

understanding and assessment are aligned. 

This pattern of assessment contrasts with the so-called deficit model of assessment that 

has persisted for over 100 years; the deficit model  aims to highlight deficits in student’s 

knowledge and then fix the lack of understanding (Griffin, 2014). If the expectation from 

teachers is for students to develop deep understanding, then a new approach to cultivate 

understanding should be explored. Inquiry is one of those approaches that targets student 

understanding. 
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Assessment in the IDM  

A compelling question provides the foundation for what is to be assessed during an 

inquiry. It engages students in seeking answers to historical problems across the social studies 

disciplines that are based on historical evidence, reflect their interests, and help them learn 

potential new and controversial curriculum (Bain, 2005; Grant, Lee, & Swan, 2014; Grant, Lee, 

et al., 2015). In crafting the compelling question, teachers must provide students with a choice to 

make on a historical problem based on the evidence provided in the sources. This requires 

students to tap into the various disciplines of the social studies and provides a focus throughout 

the inquiry that students can loop back to as their understanding evolves instead of simply 

choosing a quote from a textbook to fill in a bubble on a test (Parker, 2012).  A compelling 

question does not lead students to a pre-determined answer, but instead allows students to think 

by using disciplinary skills to examine primary sources to create conclusions and informed 

action. This process of wrestling with the question to find an answer is the way students learn the 

civic skills of thinking and reasoning through social problems (Dewey, 1916). The compelling 

question serves a similar purpose as Wiggins and McTighe’s (2005) essential question in that: it 

is an overarching focus for the IDM; it is open-ended while leading to specific understanding; 

and it is essential for developing successful citizens and learners.  

The IDM uses supporting questions to build and construct understanding. The supporting 

questions are framed to allow students to become curious about a topic and then to use 

disciplinary skills as they develop historical evidence of factual knowledge grounded in various 

disciplines (Grant, 2013; National Research Council, 2000; Swan, Lee, et al., 2015). The 

supporting questions provide some of the strategies to help students build understanding. This 

allows teachers to plan supporting questions to serve as a pyramid-like infrastructure to scaffold 
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understanding so the acquisition of factual knowledge is woven into the process of learning-

doing-reflecting with opportunities for higher order thinking and in-depth understanding (Grant, 

2013; Newmann, 1995; Newmann & Wehlage, 1993; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). That concept 

is similar to the Revised Bloom’s Taxonomy that allows students to understand and apply 

knowledge and skills in the early supporting questions so they can then analyze, evaluate, and 

create arguments in the latter supporting questions (Krathwohl, 2002).  

The structure of supporting questions lends itself to allowing students to be active 

learners who construct their knowledge rather than simply receive it (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; 

Dewey, 1916; National Research Council, 2000; Newmann, 1995; VanSledright, 2010, 2013). 

Dewey (Dewey, 1916) explains that invention and discovery happen when learners use doubt to 

start the process of inquiry to guide their explorations. This requires teachers to plan the scaffold 

support for students based on their instructional needs and the difficulty of the primary sources. 

Supporting questions contain formative performance tasks teachers use to demonstrate student 

mastery of the content. The supporting questions serve as the formative assessment which allow 

teachers to use student’s construction or misunderstanding of a concept to modify how they 

teach. This helps to spread the assessment out while teaching the inquiry so the assessment 

becomes more than one single event. Instead of simply assessing student knowledge as right or 

wrong, the supporting questions, featured sources, and formative task are designed to guide 

students over time as they construct their understanding which is demonstrated through an 

evidence-based argument (Grant, Swan, et al., 2015; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).  

Both the summative assessments and the formative assessments provide teachers with a 

way to authentically assess what they really expect students to learn. Both the C3 Framework 

and the IDM highlight the role of an expert teacher in guiding the active participation of students 
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during an inquiry (Grant, Swan, et al., 2015; VanSledright, 2013). The IDM seeks to find the 

sweet spot in the Zone of Proximal Development to use the best pedagogical resources available 

to help students comprehend beyond what they could do on their own (Grant, Swan, et al., 2015; 

Vygotsky, 1978).   

The summative performance task is the informed argument students create as a synthesis 

of what they learned in completing the inquiry. The task provides students with an authentic 

performance task used to answer the compelling question based on the evidence they constructed 

while answering the supporting questions (Swan, Lee, et al., 2015; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). 

Because the summative performance task requires students to make an informed decision about 

the evidence and is driven by the compelling question, it is necessary that the compelling 

question is written in a way that requires students to make a choice based on evidence that could 

lead them either way based on their point of view. For example, “Are Bystanders Guilty, too?” 

(Piner, 2016) is a compelling question in an award-winning inquiry about the Holocaust. The 

inquiry takes evidence that could support either side of that argument and ask students to 

communicate a conclusion they reached based on the evidence. That question does not force 

students to choose one argument over the other.  Therefore, the summative performance task 

allows students to argue completely different answers in a logical way supported by evidence 

and prior experiences.  

Summative performance task allow students multiple opportunities to practice the skills 

and dispositions they will need to become informed citizens, like conversations, writing, and 

other necessary forms of communication (Newmann, 1995). As Swan, Lee et al. (2015) noted, 

the argument students create as part of the summative performance task is at  the “heart of each 

inquiry” (p. 318), so planning this task is a critical component of teaching and assessing an 
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inquiry. It is one of the key attributes of the IDM that provides authentic learning that Newmann 

(1995) described.  

The IDM is not designed to be an inclusive lesson plan. Instead, it serves as a curricular 

direction grounded in student- and teacher-developed questions rather than serving as a simple 

transcript (Grant, 2013; Grant, Lee, et al., 2015). This process is summarized in a one-page 

Blueprint that is part of each IDM. The IDM Blueprint shares many similar features with the 

Understanding by Design (UbD) Template (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). The Compelling 

Question, Standards and Practice, and Staging the Questions sections of the IDM mirror the 

Stage 1 Desired Results of the UbD template. The Supporting Questions and Formative 

Performance Task sections of the IDM provide the Stage 2 Assessment Evidence from the UbD 

template and the Summative Performance Task and Taking Informed Action sections of the IDM 

outline the overarching desired learning results from the UbD Stage 3 Learning Plan. Although 

elements of the UbD template were changed and customized in the IDM Blueprint, there is a 

clear link between the IDM and accepted best practices in designing units that maximize 

understanding. 

Inquiry in Social Studies 

Inquiry is not asking a series of questions to test a student’s knowledge of an event. That 

is an interrogation. Instead, inquiry is a method of teaching and learning that uses engaging 

questions and scaffolds disciplinary thinking to guide students through experiential 

learning. Through this method, students construct their own meaning of and associations to a 

topic or concept by investigating compelling questions. The method utilizes more authentic ways 

to assess what students learn and is more teacher facilitated and student directed than traditional 
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teaching (Brown, Roberts, & Greiner, 2015; Grant, 2013; Hmelo-Silver, Duncan, & Chinn, 

2007; VanSledright, 2013).  

Inquiry learning is a “powerful and effective model of learning” (Hmelo-Silver et al., 

2007, p. 99). However, there are many different versions of inquiry in various disciplines 

including the sciences and elementary education as well as various critics of inquiry as a 

pedagogy. Even though inquiry could be defined simply as “the pursuit of open questions” 

(Edelson, Gordin, & Pea, 1999, p. 393) the pedagogy involved with inquiry requires that teachers 

skillfully understand and plan how to scaffold support so students learn how to use content 

specific skills to engage in collaborative investigations and apply newly constructed 

understanding in a real world setting (Herczog, 2014; Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007). However, these 

participatory practices of active learning, like discussions, small group work, hands-on activities, 

and research projects, can be conducted with very shallow understanding and without meeting 

high intellectual standards if they are not planned with a clear understanding of the learning 

outcome (Newmann, 1995; Newmann & Wehlage, 1993; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). One of 

the keys to inquiry is using facts and evidence to ground conclusions and aid in the application 

for understanding, so an inquirer then is tasked with comprehending the evidence that will 

support the answer to a question at a high intellectual level (Dewey, 1910; National Research 

Council, 2000).  

Another key to inquiry is asking questions that spark interest, improve comprehension, 

and provide the pleasurable rush of solving a problem (Bruning et al., 2011; Willingham, 2009). 

Therefore it is important, during an inquiry, for teachers to engage students in well-formed 

questions that focus on a cognitive conflict which help students think about and remember what 

is being taught (Willingham, 2009). This represents a move away from rote memorization of 
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facts, which quickly fade from working memory, to a process of teaching and learning that 

accesses long term memory and produces deep understanding that students can recall and use 

later in their education and as citizens (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).  

Constructivism and Inquiry 

Inquiry is a broad term that is sometimes grouped together with other teacher-facilitated 

and student-driven pedagogies, such as constructivist, discovery, and problem-based learning 

(Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007, p. 99). One of the conceptual foundations on which the IDM was 

built is that “students are active learners within an inquiry” (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2015). The 

theoretical framework of constructivism is woven throughout the IDM conceptual foundation 

(DuFour, 2013; Hattie, 2009). 

Newmann (1995) described active learning, like inquiry, as a progressive, student-

centered, constructivist approach that allows students to construct meaning and is grounded in 

students’ experience. The concerns with active, student-centered pedagogies are reflected in the 

limitations and differences in curriculum gatekeeping that social studies teachers experience 

today in an atmosphere of high-stakes testing (Patterson, Chandler, & Dahlgren, 2013). Twenty 

years ago, Newmann (1993, 1995) explained that educators would be skeptical about adopting 

pedagogies that require such a paradigm shift unless it was grounded in high intellectual 

standards that enhance student performance.  This is especially true today in the age of high-

stakes testing accountability and the IDM is grounded in those high intellectual standards. 

As teachers plan inquiries, it is important to consider whether the structure of supporting 

questions lends itself to active learning by students who construct their knowledge rather than 

simply receive it (Dewey, 1916; National Research Council, 2000; Newmann, 1995; 

VanSledright, 2010, 2013). Dewey (Dewey, 1916) explained that invention and discovery 
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happens when learners use doubt to start the process of inquiry to guide their explorations. This 

requires that teachers plan to scaffold support for students based on their instructional needs and 

the difficulty of the primary sources. If compelling questions provide the framework for the 

inquiry, the supporting questions provide the stairwells and hallways students use to move along 

as they gather evidence from sources.  

The formative task in this component of the IDM allows teachers to make sure students 

are actually understanding the key content as they teach the inquiry; they will later use that 

understanding to construct an argument. Instead of simply testing student knowledge, the 

supporting questions, featured sources, and formative tasks are designed to guide students as 

they construct an understanding that is demonstrated through an evidence-based argument 

(Grant, Lee, & Swan., 2015). 

Inquiry and the C3 framework. Students do not like social studies because often the 

instructional practice they encounter includes endless textbooks, listening, and worksheets that 

create a distaste for the subject (Bain, 2005; Grant, 2013; Schug, Todd, & Beery, 1984). Even 

subjects designed for higher level students, such as advanced placement history classes, are 

lagging behind contemporary research on teaching and learning (Parker, 2012). In an effort to 

regain momentum as a subject on the eve of the release of the Common Core State Standards for 

Reading and Math, the C3 Framework was purposely designed to not be a national curriculum 

like the Common Core State Standards.  Instead it was designed as a framework from which 

states have determined the specific content to include into specific courses (Swan & Griffin, 

2013). That design allowed organizations from across social studies to come together and 

support the C3 Framework while recognizing the different strengths the disciplines bring to 

“develop responsible, informed and engaged citizens” (Swan & Griffin, 2013). With regards to 
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the social studies, the Inquiry Arc is what the C3 Framework has used to define how to teach 

students using inquiry. Grant (2013) has described the four dimensions of the Inquiry Arc in the 

C3 as: 1) developing questions and planning inquiries; 2) applying disciplinary tools; 3) 

evaluating sources and evidence; and 4) communicating conclusions and taking informed civic 

action. 

Dimension 1 – Developing questions and planning inquiries. One of the first steps for 

teachers to take in planning an inquiry is to develop questions that will then frame the entire 

learning process. The IDM uses questions to drive inquiry in social studies and engage students 

in understanding that is both rigorous and relevant for the learner (Swan, Lee, & Grant, 2015). 

Compelling questions. Compelling questions drive inquiry in social studies by hitting the 

sweet spot of being both challenging and engaging for students (Swan, Lee, et al., 2015). 

Compelling questions reflect an enduring concern, issue, or debate, reflect the core ideas of a 

discipline, are “intellectually meaty”, (Grant, 2013, p. 325; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005) and are 

relevant and friendly to students. Creating compelling questions that “are provocative, engaging, 

and worth spending time on” (Grant, 2013, p. 325) is what teachers need to focus on when 

teaching with the C3 Framework. 

Supporting questions. Supporting questions are the underlying scaffold from which the 

inquiry is built and through which the inquiry is implemented. The supporting questions serve to 

target the formative assessment that is needed to pinpoint student understanding and take action 

as necessary to clarify their understanding (Wineburg, Smith, & Breakstone, 2012). It is not 

necessary for a student to learn facts just for the sake of learning facts.  Those facts must help 

students understand the concepts that come up again and again, the unifying ideas of each 
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discipline, or signature pedagogies (Shulman, 2005; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005; Willingham, 

2009). 

Dimension 2 – Applying disciplinary concepts and tools. Disciplinary tools engage 

students in the pedagogies that they may need to apply in a discipline instead of simply learning 

about it, so it’s important for teachers to teach students how to think, act, and learn using 

disciplinary tools in an inquiry (Newmann, 1995; Shulman, 2005). Social studies, like science, is 

a field based on evidence and Dimension 2 provides students the solid footing of factual 

knowledge to build understanding (Grant, 2013). Grounding students in the disciplinary concepts 

provides another way to prepare them for civic life because students can’t understand without 

subject matter knowledge (Croddy & Levine, 2014; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). As teachers 

plan and then teach an inquiry, it is important for the disciplinary tools and concepts to remain 

visible, so students use them to construct meaning.  

Dimension 3 – Evaluating sources and using evidence. Where past social studies 

teachers sought out evidence to supplement their textbooks, today’s teachers must help students 

to analyze and critique historical evidence found in a variety of online resources and compare it 

through multiple vantage points to fully comprehend the historical meaning of the source 

(Wineburg et al., 2012). In planning an inquiry, a teacher must use their pedagogical content 

knowledge to ensure important sources are accessible to students as they build their 

understanding. This includes evaluating the source of the data as well as helping students 

understand how to read primary documents to infer conclusions. This major shift in the role of a 

teacher is identified in Dimension 3. With the rapid increase in vast sources of information, 

teachers must scaffold student learning to teach them how to use technology to support inquiry 
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learning. Dimension 3 of the C3 Framework is a tool for teachers to use to help students learn 

how to evaluate sources. 

Dimension 4 – Communication conclusions and taking informed action. 

Communicating conclusions and taking informed action is key to the Inquiry Arc, even though it 

can be a difficult component to implement based on time constraints in an environment of high-

stakes testing (Newmann, 1995; Swan, Lee, et al., 2015). This dimension in the C3 Framework is 

crucial to making inquiry work in the social studies. It helps bring the educational purposes of 

the inquiry together with the actual experience of the students to clarify the purpose of the 

learning (Dewey, 1938). This dimension of the Inquiry Arc boils down to the primary purpose of 

social studies, “to help young people make informed and reasoned decisions for the public good 

as citizens” (National Council for the Social Studies, 2010). There are many ways beyond 

multiple choice tests to assess student understanding and this dimension in the inquiry arc 

provides teachers with more authentic ways to assess understanding and have students apply 

their new skills based on academically quality work (Newmann, 1995). 

The Inquiry Design Model  

The IDM is a distinctive approach to creating instructional materials based on the C3 

Framework (Swan, Lee, et al., 2015). It is the guide for teachers as they plan, teach, and assess 

inquiry in the social studies. The model serves as a pedagogically rich, constructivist approach 

that is organized around relevant and authentic compelling questions. It involves students using 

disciplinary skills and tools to gather and analyze data to construct and communicate conclusions 

which provides structure to social studies inquiry (Grant, 2013; Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007; Swan, 

Lee, et al., 2015). The IDM focuses on the main elements of the Inquiry Arc design process and 

honors teachers’ expertise and knowledge by avoiding a set of prescribed pedagogical 
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suggestions (C3 Teachers, 2015).  This, however, means that the IDM requires buy-in and 

understanding from teachers because teachers must construct each inquiry rather than simply 

receive a curriculum from some higher authority.  

The IDM provides an outline to scaffold the learning of teachers to create engaging 

inquiries. Instead of simply doing or teaching inquiry by having students answer questions, the 

role of a teacher should be to help students learn the skills of inquiry in a way that allows 

students to embrace the identity of a skillful inquirer (Parker, 2012, p. 2). The C3 Framework 

and Inquiry Arc ask social studies teachers to question some deeply held and long standing 

practices by designing understanding around compelling questions (Grant, 2013). This means 

that the way teachers learn how to support students in becoming inquirers needs to be different, 

while remaining familiar enough for teachers to try it out.  

The IDM was designed as a way to make the C3 Inquiry Arc practical for teachers as 

they structure learning in the classroom that moves away from traditional textbook coverage 

(Grant, 2013). It is the praxis between the theory of the Inquiry Arc and what happens in real 

classrooms. IDM inquiries are not comprehensive nor are they individual lesson plans (Swan, 

Lee, et al., 2015). Instead the IDM is an approach to making teaching, learning, and assessment 

decisions about the curriculum standards in a student-centered, engaging learning experience 

(Grant, Lee, et al., 2015). 

The IDM is built out the Inquiry Arc by framing the inquiry with compelling and 

supporting questions (Dimension 1); providing opportunities for students to communicate 

conclusions through formative and summative performance task and taking informed action 

(Dimension 4); exploring primary disciplinary sources, and using disciplinary skills to analyze 

evidence and defend their answers to the question (Dimension 2 & 3) (C3 Teachers, 2015; Grant, 
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Swan, et al., 2015).  There are six main components to the IDM, represented on the first page of 

the blueprint of an inquiry (C3 Teachers, 2015): 1) Compelling Question to frame the inquiry; 2) 

Standards and Practices to ground the content; 3) Staging the Question to build interest; 4) 

Supporting Questions with Formative Performance Task and Featured Sources to develop key 

content and demonstrate emerging understanding; 5) Summative Performance Task to build 

evidence based arguments; and 6) Taking Informed Action to provide a chance to practice civic 

engagement (Grant, Lee, & Swan, 2015).  

Limitations of inquiry. There are some limitations to inquiry that need to be explored and 

examined with regards to the impact of inquiry on memory. Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark (2006) 

used long-term memory as the measuring stick to determine what students learned. However, 

Kirschner et al. (2006) explained that the sheer amount of data coming at students conducting a 

minimally guided inquiry can overwhelm a student’s working memory.  The limited capacity of 

the working memory to handle large amounts of data requires that students should practice 

applying information before they lose it. Kirshchner et al. (2006) were concerned that if an 

inquiry is minimally guided, understanding may be limited.  

Inquiry, however, is not a minimally guided pedagogy. Inquiry learning scaffolds 

disciplinary thinking and makes strategies explicit (Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007). One of the ways 

to scaffold student’s investigations is to use supporting questions to guide their exploration into 

the ideas and issues behind an overarching compelling question (Grant, 2013). Instruction is 

provided as just-in-time mini-lectures or direct instruction (Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007). 

VanSledright (2013) identified “the expert tutelage and guidance” of the teacher as the ingredient 

which allow students to actively participate in their own knowledge growth (p. 334). Therefore, 

inquiry-based learning is NOT just turning students loose to figure out the answer. Instead, it 
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involves teachers planning a deliberate and structured lesson format to help students learn 

(Hmelo-Silver et al., 2007, p. 102).   

Professional Learning Teams (PLT) 

The Professional Learning Team (PLT) is an organizing structure among teachers who 

teach the same subject, grade, or students and who are committed to working together to learn 

about and enhance their professional knowledge and effectiveness by planning and reflecting on 

practice with the aim to improve student achievement (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; 

Hord, 1997, 2009). PLTs, Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), and Communities of 

Practice are all terms that have been used for similar organizations of teachers in schools. For 

this study, the term PLT will be used because the specific group of teachers being studied is a 

team of teachers who teach the same subject at the same school rather than a community of 

teachers brought together intrinsically. They refer to their team as a PLC and value their 

collaborative professional relationship. 

Many states, including North Carolina, have adopted the PLT model for ongoing 

professional learning focused on improving student understanding. The state of North Carolina 

adopted the PLT model to support the North Carolina Professional Teaching Standards focus on 

teacher leadership and the role of teachers in improving their class, school, and profession (North 

Carolina State Board of Education, 2007). The emphasis on team planning and professional 

growth follows from research suggesting that teacher collaboration drives professional growth 

and change. Kouzes & Posner (2012) explained that collaboration is imperative and without it 

organizations cannot get extraordinary things done. So if classrooms are going to be transformed 

from test taking factories to places where experimentation and reflection are to be used to solve 

problems of practice, then teachers will need to collaborate and be engaged in designing new 
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practices (Parker et al., 2013). By working together on new pedagogies, teachers are able to 

reflect together and in the process produce a deeper understanding of intellectually challenging 

concepts (Saye & The Social Studies Inquiry Research Collaborative, 2014). As a PLT, teachers 

can plan and assess the lessons they teach to try new teaching strategies to assess student 

understanding from those strategies. It takes a group of individuals to impact change in a school. 

DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Many (2010) similarly described PLTs as:  

an ongoing process in which educators work collaboratively in recurring cycles of 

collective inquiry and action research to achieve better results for the students they serve. 

PLTs operate under the assumption that the key to improved understanding for students is 

continuous job-embedded learning for educators. (p. 11)  

The PLT model uses teachers’ collective inquiry as the basis for reflection and 

collaboration to improve student understanding.  Well-functioning PLT’s create a symbiotic 

relationship between the individual teachers and the entire PLT. Individuals bring resources to 

the team and the team is able to produce better student understanding by combining the skills of 

the individuals. This is in stark contrast to the private and isolating profession teaching has been 

in the past (Lytle, 1993).  

Hord (1997) further explained that organizations don’t change, individuals change and 

therefore, the organization changes through the individuals’ change. The PLT is an organizing 

structure that exists in a symbiotic relationship with the humans that make it up. Without the 

humans, there is no PLT. The way to change a PLT is to examine and influence the humans in 

that organization to determine how they impact the PLT.  

Professional learning in teams  
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PLTs provide teachers with a job embedded constructivist way to learn new things.  PLTs 

are designed to provide the setting and collaboration that aligns to constructivist learning, such 

as: shared beliefs and values; shared leadership; supportive structures and times; supportive 

relationships to build trust; collective learning; and shared practice (Hord, 2009; King & 

Newmann, 2001). PLTs structure teacher learning given a constructivist framework that aligns to 

inquiry-based learning so that professional learning is aligned to instructional implementation 

expectations. Teachers learn by doing, reading, and collaborating with other teachers, so a 

teacher’s prior experiences as well as their lived experiences are key in deciding whether or not 

to adopt a new pedagogy (Grant, 2014). Grant (2014) further argued that, “standard in-service 

program is weakly conceived and poorly delivered” (p. 200). The process of curriculum 

development and planning in a PLT is a collaborative process where teachers eliminate what 

does not need to be taught and then reduces content to what is most important to learn so 

students and teachers can focus on essential and significant understanding (DuFour & Eaker, 

1998; Schmoker, 2001). Everything is tied to student learning and understanding. 

King and Newmann (2001) described four principles related to student learning and 

understanding as impacting professional growth among teachers. First, King and Newmann 

(2001) argued that the focus should be on student understanding and outcomes. They go on to 

suggest that student learning should be continuous with opportunities to experiment and receive 

feedback. Third, King and Newmann (2001) said that student learning happens in a collaborative 

process. Finally, they argue that teachers have a say over what is being learned (King and 

Newmann, 2001).  These four principles can come together in the work of a high functioning 

PLT. One of the central unifying foci for PLTs that determines success is a cyclical, integrated 

approach to improved student learning and understanding (Ermeling & Gallimore, 2013). The 
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structure of PLTs allows teachers to engage in an inquiry process that impacts collaboration as 

well as classroom practice (Stoll & Louis, 2007). The collaborative reflection among a PLT on 

the impact of different teaching strategies is important to the focus on improving student 

understanding. 

Teams of teachers who explore the meaning of concepts and terms they will study take 

risks as they share their experiences and open up their classrooms to other teachers about their 

success and failures with regards to student understanding. When working in groups that ask 

each other risky questions, teachers become vulnerable. That’s why in many schools, teachers 

are most comfortable teaching in their own rooms behind four walls (Lytle, 1993). In order to 

develop the critical mass needed for pedagogical methods to change a school, working 

collectively in trusting environments is key for inquiry and reflection to happen (Darling-

Hammond & Richardson, 2009). Often, when PLTs are implemented in schools, they are not 

fully implemented and therefore, the results are not as effective (DuFour & Reeves, 2016). 

Partially implemented PLTs are often not focused on the four focusing questions centered around 

student understanding and look more like department meetings centered around data rather than 

reflection. One of the biggest challenges to fully implementing PLTs is that of time (Wilson, 

2016) and that lack of time can impact what happens during the meeting. PLTs are often seen 

simply as one more meeting.  

Whether or not it takes the form of a PLC, PLT or community of practice, the 

collaborative process is the act of learning together which allows teachers to reflect on practice 

and habits and leads to teacher learning and change (Cuenca, 2011; Margolis, 2002; Meyer & 

Sawyer, 2006; van Hover, 2008). However, collaboration among teachers does not always come 

easy. New teachers have to learn how to collaborate beyond the four walls of their classroom. A 
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PLT can function as the context for teachers to become lifelong learners and ultimately improve 

their teaching and student learning beyond what they could do independently (Carroll, Fulton, 

Doerr, & National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, 2010; Cuenca, Schmeichel, 

Butler, Dinkelman, & Nichols Jr., 2011). 

The PLT process used in K-12 schools across North Carolina and the United States is a 

structure that is designed to promote efficient reflection.  Teacher reflection must be based on 

evidence of student understanding and that reflection is most powerful when it is collaborative 

(DuFour, 2013; Hattie, 2009). The PLT process allows for that reflection based on data from 

assessing student understanding which is the very heart of learning in the PLT.   

Summary of the Literature 

The process of planning, teaching, and assessing student understanding in an inquiry 

seems like common sense. However, just as Wiggins and McTighe described the UbD process as 

common sense that is not common, examining how a professional learning team of teachers 

plans, teaches, and assesses an inquiry is not yet common. Inquiry -- specifically the Inquiry 

Design Model --  is still a new concept for many social studies teachers, so one of the dynamics 

that still needs to be researched is how teachers plan, teach, and assess an inquiry as a team.  

Constructivism provides an overall framework for this study. Not only does 

constructivism focus on how students build understanding, it is also the driving framework for 

how teachers learn and apply their understanding of a new pedagogy. Inquiry is a pedagogy that 

closely aligns to constructivist theories. Teachers plan and teach inquiry-based lessons in an 

active way to engage students in learning that allows them to construct meaning by analyzing 

sources as they answer an engaging and compelling question. Because a primary goal of the 

inquiry is for students to communicate an informed action at its end, students must develop a 
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deep understanding of disciplinary tools and concepts to use as evidence in their informed 

argument.  

As teachers plan an inquiry and develop a compelling question to be used in creating an 

informed argument, they do so with an idea of what they would like students to understand.  This 

means that the compelling question informs the types of formative and summative assessments 

teachers would use in the course of the inquiry.  This process of designing an assessment based 

on a compelling question is a new concept that requires support for teachers as they learn to 

teach using inquiry. 

Professional Learning Teams are one way to support teachers as they learn to teach using 

inquiry and they align to the North Carolina Professional Teaching Standards and are already 

used in many schools across the state. Central to PLTs is the focus on student learning and 

understanding. Teachers are able to improve their practice and enjoy the support of their peers as 

they construct their own understanding of how to help students understand the concepts they are 

teaching through PLTs.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

The goal of this case study was to explore how members of a high school social studies 

professional learning team (PLT) planned, taught, and assessed inquiry-based instruction both as 

a team and as individuals. Not only did the teachers focus on implementing an inquiry in their 

individual classrooms for their students, they also managed their relationships with others, as 

they learned, created, and reflected on what was for them a new pedagogy. The interactions 

among the teachers, both as members of a team of professionals and as individuals responsible 

for the student achievement in their own classrooms, made the process of planning, teaching, and 

assessing an inquiry complex. 

The Research Problem 

In 2013, the National Council for Social Studies published the College, Career, and Civic 

Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State Standards as an effort to provide states a 

framework to strengthen standards and teachers a model for teaching with inquiry (National 

Council for the Social Studies, 2013). Following the adoption of the C3 Framework, a primary 

goal was to help teachers engage students in practical ways to bring the ideas within the C3 

Framework to life in the classrooms. Early efforts to support teachers in creating and 

implementing inquiry in social studies included the development of the Inquiry Design Model 

(IDM) (Swan, Grant, et al., 2015b). Efforts to implement IDM and other inquiry-based 

approaches to teaching and learning rely of teacher expertise, however there is a suborn a lack of 

research into how Professional Learning Teams (PLTs) impacted this process. This research 

directly addresses the role of PLTs in the planning, teaching, and assessing of inquiry instruction. 

The PLT in this study approached their work as a collaborative and individual process through 

interacted among team members and as independent teachers in their own rooms.  
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Specifically, this research examined how a PLT worked together in planning an inquiry 

as a team and then individually taught and assessed student understanding. The research 

questions for this study were: 

1. Planning - How do teachers in a high school world history PLT collaborate when 

planning for inquiry-based instruction? 

2. Teaching - How do teachers in a PLT individually implement a co-planned inquiry in 

their classes? 

a. What are some conscious decisions made by individual teachers as they teach the 

inquiry in their class? 

b. What factors influence modifications made by individual teachers to the inquiry? 

3. Assessing - How do teachers in a PLT assess student understanding in their individual 

classes when teaching a co-planned inquiry? 

a. How do teachers in a PLT reflect on their teaching based on the assessments? 

Merriam (1998) explained that questions about process (how or why) as well as questions 

about understanding (what) commonly guide qualitative research. The research questions for this 

study were designed to understand the process of how members of a high school world history 

PLT planned, taught, and assessed inquiry-based instruction, both as a team and as individuals 

who compose the team.  

The research was conducted as a qualitative exploratory case study with an embedded, 

single case design in order to answer the research questions. Creswell (2013) explained that 

exploratory qualitative studies are useful when presented with complex problems that need to be 

explored. The interactions between teachers working as members of a PLT and as individuals in 
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their own classrooms are complex and dynamic in nature. The embedded case study design 

allowed the individual teachers to be studied within the entire PLT.  

A case study “is an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016, p. 37). This embedded single case study examined a single high school world 

history PLT in a large high school in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States. According to 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) the defining characteristics of case study research are the choices the 

researcher makes to define and bound the case, instead of the methods used, because a case study 

researcher may utilize many different techniques to gather and analyze data as long as a unit of 

analysis is clearly defined. The uniqueness of a case study can be found in the questions asked, 

specifically when researchers want to answer how and why questions (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 

2014).  

The case study approaches of Merriam (1998) and Merriam and Tisdell (2016) provided 

focus for this research because they aligned with the constructivist theories framing the research. 

According to Merriam (1998), case studies recognize the multiple realities that are constructed 

by individuals through a lived experience. Constructivism provided the framework for how 

students learned through inquiry and provided a framework for how inquiry could be studied.  

Case Study Design 

The case study methodology for this study was drawn from Merriam & Tisdell and 

offered an opportunity for the analysis of a PLT as a bounded system (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Given that the research questions focused on how teachers in a PLT planned, taught, and 

assessed inquiry-based learning, Merriam’s (1998) methodology provided a suitable structure.   

Sample Selection  
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In considering the unit of analysis for this study, the decision to use a single case of one 

PLT aligned to the purpose of qualitative research given that generalizations were not a goal 

(Merriam, 1998). Instead, a sample was selected for this research study based on purpose and 

convenience. There were three PLTs in a single school district that provided access to the 

researcher, two in high schools and one in a middle school. In his capacity as an administrator 

and instructional coach, the researcher had prior relationships with some members of each PLT 

which all offered advantages and challenges. The middle school and one high school PLT 

included teachers who all taught world history while the other PLT had teachers who taught 

various subjects. This multiple subject PLT was eliminating from consideration given that those 

teachers do not always plan, teach, and assess the same content. The remaining two PLTs (one 

middle school and the other high school) were centered around a single subject. The driving 

factor for the final selection was whether the teachers in the PLT were interested in teaching 

inquiry-based lessons. The members of the middle school PLT use primary sources in their 

teaching but were not particularly interested in teaching with inquiry.  The members of the high 

school PLT were interested in inquiry and had some experience with the Inquiry Design Model. 

Therefore, the high school PLT was selected as the case. This PLT provided a purposeful sample 

which enabled insight and understanding into the research questions. According to Patton (2002), 

the logic of a purposeful sample is to gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomena from an 

information-rich case. The PLT was unique within the school and information rich because of 

the prior innovative work they developed previously and presented at local and state conferences.    

The case was bound by several factors. This was the only world history PLT in the 

school. There were four teachers in the PLT teaching world history, and although two of the 

teachers taught another subject sometime during the year, only the world history classes would 
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be studied. The case was bound by a six-week period of time during the fall semester of 2017 

when an inquiry was planned, taught, and assessed. The world history curriculum and school 

culture served as additional boundaries for this case.  

Single-case, Embedded Design 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explained that the number of cases examined in a research 

project, whether it be a single, multiple, or embedded case study, should be a factor of the 

number of units it takes to answer the research questions. Merriam left the specific construct of 

defining a case up to the researcher, so Yin’s (2014) definition of an embedded single-case 

guided the design of this research study. Yin (2014) acknowledged that, although a case study 

may be done without a formal design, ultimately a case study that is well designed is stronger 

and easier to do.  

Yin (2014) explained that one rationale for conducting a single-case study is that 

knowing more about the case is critical to the theory and research problem. The PLT that 

participated in this research had been an early adopter of many initiatives. Members of the PLT 

presented widely at their state social studies conference on the innovative approaches they used 

in teaching world history. At the state conference in 2014, they were first introduced to the 

Inquiry Design Model (IDM). When one of the teachers involved in the study reminisced her 

reasons for teaching using inquiry, she remembered this experience and IDM “It’s a cool 

resource. Maybe we’ll use it, maybe we won’t.” Some of the teachers in the PLT spent more 

time with IDM and experimented with certain aspects of the model as they attempted to align 

certain pieces into their instruction. Ultimately, one member of the PLT taught an entire inquiry 

on the Holocaust which inspired the PLT to plan an inquiry as a team. In selecting this PLT as a 

case for this research, much emphasis has been placed on the deliberate process they used to 



  40 

make their decision IDM. Their process may provide insight into why other PLTs might also 

choose to adopt new teaching methods. The unique context and previous experiences of the PLT 

also provides an opportunity to examine how team dynamics may impact the adoption of a new 

pedagogy. This case provided invaluable information into the factors that lead teachers to plan, 

teach, and assess an inquiry and the role of the PLT in that decision.  

Embedded units of analysis  

Individual teachers were embedded within the single case of the world history PLT. The 

fact that these teachers functioned individually as well as a team was suited for embedded case 

design. The PLT’s unique method of functioning enabled the examination of individual teachers 

as participants in the PLT as they planned, taught, and assessed instruction. Recognizing the 

individual teachers was crucial because the inquiry-based lessons were planned as a PLT but the 

lessons were individually taught by the teachers in their classes. The teachers were open to 

changing how the inquiry was taught in their classes given individual students’ needs. This 

reality made it necessary to recognize and analyze data related to each teacher in the PLT as a 

part of  the overall PLT as a unit of analysis. One caution that Yin (2015) offered was to make 

sure that as a researcher, the focus of the study returned to the overall PLT as a holistic unit of 

analysis. Yin’s caution was addressed through a recursive process of collecting and analyzing 

data.  

Selection of research site. The PLT and the school where the teachers worked offered an 

opportunity for addressing the research questions. W. Byrum High School (BHS) (pseudonym) 

served as the site of this embedded single-case study. The school was large for the region, and 

the student population represented demographics similar to other parts of the state. In 2017, there 

were 1,644 students enrolled at W. Byrum High. It was the largest school in the district and one 
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of several high schools in the eastern part of the state to be classified 4A, the largest 

classification. Built in 2002, BHS was also the newest high school in the district situated next to 

a large, middle class neighborhood. BHS was listed as a “priority school” by the state for the 

2012-2017 school years, meaning that school performance as measure by a range of indicators 

include students test score was below peer institutions. It was classified it as one of the 77 lowest 

performing schools in the state (Public Schools of North Carolina, 2017). 

As the site for the research in this study, the school met other criteria needed in order to 

answer the research questions. The teachers in the PLT were willing to participate in the study 

and  some of the teachers had exposure to using inquiry, yet the PLT as a whole had not taught 

an inquiry. The PLT was an established team despite having one beginning teacher. Having 

worked together for more than four years, three experienced teachers already had a culture of 

collaboration. Finally, the teachers in the PLT were effective teachers as measured by state 

teacher evaluations, having met or exceeded growth in the value-added student assessment 

model for the state.  

Participants.  There were four teachers in the world history PLT ranging from zero to 

seven years of teaching experience (Figure 3.1). Within the PLT, there were many similarities 

among the teachers. Three of the teachers worked together for several years and provided 

support for the beginning teacher in the PLT as well as other beginning teachers from across the 

district. The PLT seemed to be well functioning based on prior professional interactions and 

conversations with the principal and teachers. Two of the teachers were evaluated as “exceeds 

growth” using student assessment data collected by the state and a third was very close.   
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 Figure 3.1. Single-case, Embedded Design Diagram (Yin, 2014). This figure shows the make-up 

of the PLT with teachers embedded within it. 

The participants were all females who had only taught at BHS. Their preparation as 

teachers was also similar, with all four having graduated from social studies education programs 

and three having graduated from a university within thirty miles of BHS. The teachers in this 

PLT taught a wide range of courses and had varying experience in the classroom as reflected in 

table 3.1. 

Table 3.1. Participant Summary 

Pseudonym Years of Experience Courses Taught (Spring 17) 
Ms. Kagel 7 WH, HWH 
Ms. Dae 7 WH, HWH 
Ms. Warren 5 WH, HWH, AA 
Ms. Green 0 WH, Am1 
   

Note. Participants are listed by the alphabetical order. Years of Experience reflects the number of 

years taught prior to the 2017-18 school year. Course Abbreviations: WH = World History; 

HWH = Honors World History; Am1 = American History 1; AA = African American Studies 
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Data Sources and Collection 

Merriam (1998) explained that data collection is an interactive and holistic process which 

aligns with a constructivist framework arguing that knowledge is constructed through experience 

and reflection. Data collection in this study was informed by suggestions from both Merriam 

(1998) and Yin (2014) to efficiently collect relevant data to answer the research questions.  

Principles of data collection 

Yin (2014) proposed four principles of data collection that helped guide the procedures in 

this study: use multiple sources of data, create a case study database, maintain a chain of 

evidence, and exercise care using electronic sources of data. Yin (2014) suggests using multiple 

sources of data to strengthened construct validity through triangulation of the different data 

sources. Merriam’s (1998) ideas about sources of data guided the data collection in this research 

related to how teachers in a PLT planned, taught, and assessed inquiry-based lessons. The 

multiple sources of data are described in detail below. Creating a case study database also helped 

organize data in this study. Field notes were kept which allowed data to be captured quickly and 

enabled real-time analysis of that data in an organized way. Instead of viewing data analysis as a 

separate step that happened after data collection as Yin (2014) proposed, the data collection and 

analysis procedures in this study were interwoven following recommendations of Merriam 

(1998). The Contact Summary Form (Miles & Huberman, 1994) (See Appendix E) served as the 

framework for field notes as well as the interview and observation protocols,  Analytical memos 

captured in the moment allowed formative analysis of data as it was gathered. Case study 

research notes and protocols functioned to organize additional data collection for this study. The 

protocols helped guide the observations and interviews and kept the researcher focused on 
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answering the research questions. Building a thick and rich description from the data analysis 

was also more efficient because of the protocols.  

Maintaining a chain of evidence Yin (2014) helped to increase the reliability of the 

information collected. The protocols and research database journal supported the overall 

organizational framework used in this research. Protecting the humans who participated in this 

study was also important, especially in regards to electronic information. The procedures used to 

protect participant’s data are provided in the section on data security.  

Multiple data sources  

Interviews, observations, and document analysis were the primary sources of data 

collected in this research. Because of the holistic nature of case studies, the three sources of data 

held equal weight throughout the analysis and in the process of construct meaning and 

understanding for findings. Table 3.2 contains a summary of the data collected and the timeline 

for when those data were collected.  

Table 3.2. Case Study Methods 

Method Sources Time Frame 
Interview 1 Teachers Before Planning 
Observations PLT On-going, collected at each stage and end 

of inquiry  
Interview 2 Teachers Before Teaching 
Observations  Classroom During Teaching 
Interview 3 Teachers After Assessment 
Document Analysis Teacher plans, emails, etc On-going, collected at each stage and end 

of unit 

Interviews. An interview is a conversation with a structure for the purpose of obtaining 

information that may otherwise not be discovered (Merriam, 1998). Interviews provided access 

to data that might not have otherwise be collected in an efficient manner. A semi-structured 

interview protocol was used in this study (See Appendix A, B, and C). The semi-structured 
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interview allows question planning ahead of time and ensures that the focus of the conversation 

is connected to research questions. Each question in the protocol used in this research was 

specifically connected to a research question as a way to create an awareness of relative topics 

and to probe for additional information that may be needed during the interview. The data 

generated was particularly useful in producing the rich description of the planning, teaching, and 

assessing phases that not have been captured during observations. The interview questions were 

open-ended to allow for flexibility and the ability to respond to what was said by the teachers as 

suggested by Merriam (1998). 

Merriam (1998) recommends using probing as another technique gather information 

during interviews. Probes were used during the interview to follow up on other data collected as 

well as to enrich the data on interesting topics that were emerging from the ongoing analysis. 

Interview protocols for this study were designed to prompt thinking, to question for specificity, 

and to question for generalizations as a way to spontaneously gather deeper meaning following 

recommodations from Costa et al. (2016). Expanding on the generalizations used by (e.g. “all my 

students…”, or “they tend to…”) allowed for thicker and richer data to be collected toward 

clarifying what the interviewee was saying. The probes used in this study were embedded in the 

interview protocols in Appendix A, B, and C.   

The three semi-structured interviews in this study were spaced out over the study to 

strategically capture participants’ feedback during each of the phases of the plan, teach, and asses 

cycle.. An initial teacher interview was conducted before the planning of the inquiry formally 

began (Appendix A), a mid-point teacher interview was conducted before the inquiry was taught, 

(Appendix B), and a final teacher interview (Appendix C) was conducted at the end of the 

assessment.  
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Observations. The observations provided the opportunity to gather data about the 

interaction between the PLT members as well as data about the individual teachers in the 

classroom. Observations added important data to the analysis particularly as it compared to the 

interview data. The observations were used to triangulate emerging findings, set the context of 

the phenomenon, and to document topics that participants did not wish to discuss. Observations 

were also used in this study to compare and contrast what was being planned with what was 

actually taught and assessed following recommendations from Merriam & Tisdell (2016). 

Observations were video recorded and written notes were taken using an observation protocol. 

The protocol was designed to focus attention on criteria that were useful in answering the 

research questions.  

To keep the observations focused and aimed at yielding relevant data, the following 

framing elements, adapted from Merriam & Tisdell, (2016), were used: descriptions of the 

physical setting; accounts of participant activities; descriptions of other activities and 

interactions; details about conversations; descriptions of subtle factors affecting actions; and 

descriptions of the behavior of the researcher.  A diagram of each room was drawn before the 

observation to record the physical environment, and time was reserved immediately after the 

observation to record field notes. Immediate post observation recording helped in what Merriam 

and Tisdell (2016) warned against as potentially losing recall as time passes between the 

observation and recording data.  

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described three stages of data collection using observations 

which also framed the process for this study: gaining entry, data collection, and exit. A trusted 

professional relationship with the teachers in the PLT assisted the researcher in gaining entry to 

the PLT. Merriam and Tisdell’s (2016) list of likely questions from those teachers for the 
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researcher were also addressed: What are you actually going to do? Will you be disruptive? 

What are you going to do with your findings? Why us? Why have “they or their organizations” 

been singled out for study? What will we get out of this?  These questions were addressed during 

the initial PLT meetings, in an effort to make the role of the researcher clear. To aid in collecting 

data for the study, the researcher became familiar with the PLT and the classes that were 

observed by drawing out the layout of the classes and by being introduced to the classes. 

Establishing rapport with the classes and in the PLT tempered the feeling of being overwhelmed 

by a research process and the presence of the researcher during the first observations.  

After the period of collecting data during the PLT meetings and subsequent classroom 

observations, there was a natural exit at the end of the plan, teach, and assess cycle. The study 

was bound by timing of that plan, teach, and assess cycle which served as a logical end for the 

teachers and students.  

Document analysis. The third data source for this research study were documents that 

were collected from teacher participants and their students. Documents served as ready-made 

data that did not have to be staged or prompted by through the research effort. Documents 

collected included, relevant standards and district curriculum; course syllabus; unit plan; lesson 

plans; communications among the PLT teachers about the inquiry design; curriculum materials 

used by students; copies of student work; examples of assessments; and data from assessments of 

student learning. Because some of these documents contained individual student information, the 

documents were redacted to eliminate identifying information such as the student’s name.   

Data security. All video recordings of observations were made using a password-

protected portable electronic device with a microphone to allow for clear audio. The video was 

temporarily stored on the recording device and later transferred to a password-protected 
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computer. The video was backed up on a file and saved on a work server with a school system 

firewall. Once the video was stored on the computer and backed up on the server, it was deleted 

from the portable device, marginalizing the risk in sharing the video using online cloud storage.  

In order to create a thick and rich narrative of the data that would allow readers to build 

their own understanding of what happened during the observation, highly descriptive field notes 

were also recorded and organized. The purposes of these observations were to provide focus on 

the specific details and facts that would allow the readers to understand the conclusions that were 

reached in the analysis of data.  Observation notes consisted of: time, place, and purpose of event 

being observed; written descriptions of the people, the setting, and the activities; direct 

quotations; and observer comments. These notes were stored in a lockable file cabinet in the 

researcher’s office.  

Data Analysis 

Data collection and analysis in this research study were simultaneous activities that began 

with the first interview or observation and continued to be refined as data was collected and 

analyzed. The protocols and researcher journal format used allowed the researcher to capture 

some immediate preliminary data analysis without having to wait for the final transcription of 

interviews or review of video from observations to begin data analysis. The questions in the 

interview protocol were tied to research questions, and data were formatively assessed after each 

interview to target future contacts and observations. Directly linking each interview protocol 

question to a research question helped make sure there was a better chance to capture the thick 

and rich descriptions needed to answer each research question as the data was analyzed more 

thoroughly.  
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The length timeline of this study posed a potential problem during the early stages of the 

data collection and analysis process with a potential surplus or overabundance of data. Miles and 

Huberman (1994) suggested that the research questions should be used to filter data and keep 

research focused on answering the questions at hand. To guard against both data overload and 

retrieval, several protocols and summary sheets were used for each contact with participants and 

each piece of data. Additionally, the research questions were directly tied to each interview 

question to aid in data retrieval, which made it more efficient to find key data points and also 

helped make the simultaneous process of data collection and analysis more fluid.  

A related concern regarding the bounded nature of this case study was the tremendous 

amount of data collected in a short amount of time, which could have led to a potential delay in 

fully coding and analyzing the data.  Using ideas from Merriam and Tisdell (2016) and Miles 

and Huberman (1994), organizational, formative analysis techniques were used to initially 

analyze contacts and documents before being able to fully analyze them.  These techniques 

allowed a formative pause to examine themes and concepts before making needed adjustments to 

keep the data collection focused on the research questions.  

Contact summary sheet. Each time a contact was made with one of the teachers or with 

the PLT as a whole, it was important to record that meeting on a Contact Summary Form 

(Appendix E). Per Miles and Huberman’s (1994) recommmendation, this simple form was an 

efficient way to do a first run data reduction while keeping basic information intact. The key was 

to be able to do a rapid retrieval of key points as data collection began to gain momentum. The 

goal during this study was to complete this single page sheet within a day of the contact.  

Document summary form. The Document Summary form (Appendix F) was used to 

summarize and organize every document collected. The form was attached to the front of every 
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document and, if the document was central or crucial to a contact/event, a copy was attached to 

that event with a notation that it was a copy. Documents were kept in chronological order based 

on the document’s date.  

Observation protocol. The Observation Protocol (Appendix D) was a document based 

on Merriam and Tisdell (2016) recommendations for collecting observation data. This form was 

designed to allow for the simultaneous collection and initial analysis of data based on the 

research questions. The protocols aided in finding initial key concepts.  

CAQDAS and data management. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016) a major 

function of Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) is to organize the 

data for the researcher to then analyze. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) also outlined three steps in 

data management (data preparation; data identification; and data manipulation) that were helpful 

during this study in framing the steps to be taken once the first piece of data was collected. Data 

preparation was done by transcribing the observations and interviews as well as using Contact 

Summary Forms and protocols to keep the data organized. As that process was being completed, 

data identification was completed by coding data based on content. Benefits and concerns of 

using a CAQDAS program were considered to aid in data manipulation. NVivo (the specific 

CAQDAS program used) kept the data organized in an electronic filing system that allowed a 

close examination of the data. As suggested by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), visual mapping tools 

provided a useful way to find relationships among the codes used to label content.   

Coding   

Saldana (2016) described a code as a word that symbolically assigned an essence-

capturing or evocative attribute for a portion of language based or visual data. Coding was used 

during data analysis in this study to capture the data’s primary content, themes, and essence to 
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interpret, summarize, distill, and condense the data searching for patterns. Based on Saldana’s 

(2016) recommendations, a process of eclectic coding was used for the first draft of data analysis 

and a second round of pattern coding was used to further identify patterns. This form of open 

coding was appropriate as an initial, exploratory, qualitative analysis technique (Saldana, 2016). 

Seven Coding Categories. An initial cycle of coding was conducted using the interview 

data and PLT meeting observation data. A combination of descriptive, In Vivo coding and 

process coding were used during this cycle. The eclectic and open coding process allowed a 

priori concepts like PLT and Pedagogical Content Knowledge from the literature to morph and 

become apparent as topics were described, words of the participants became apparent, and active 

processes were repeated. After the initial cycle of coding, a second cycle of coding was 

completed using pattern coding to group the original codes into seven major categories of 

analysis. They were: Assessment; Collaboration; IDM Structure; Inquiry Skills; Modifying the 

Inquiry; Student Understanding; and Teacher Growth.  

Once the initial round of open coding was completed, a code book was developed using 

guidelines from DeCuir-Gunby, Marshall, and McCulloch (2011). This process was important 

because it allowed each code to be defined and compared, especially when codes seemed similar 

but different patterns emerged in the data to make them different. Each code was given a name, 

description including inclusion and exclusion criteria, and an example code (See Appendix I). 

All of the data was coded using NVivo including all interviews, PLT meetings, as well as 

analytical memos and field notes from each observation. Once the seven coding categories were 

established, the data in each category was analyzed to check for coding consistency with the 

code book and to look for consistency within each code as well as patterns and themes within 
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each code. Each code was then broken down into child and sibling codes using NVivo to further 

determine sub-categories and patterns within the data.  

After the first seven codes were expanded using the sub-codes during the coding process. 

A mind map was also developed in NVivo to note each parent code as well as the child and 

sibling codes within each of the categories (see Figure 3.2). The mind map helped determine 

similarity in the codes were and clarified the name of the codes, making them intuitive and clear 

to the coder and to future readers.  

 

Figure 3.2. Mind Map of the Seven Coding Themes 

Other queries were run in NVivo including a word query. Case-level data were explored 

using other queries in NVivo for patterns using particular codes and comparisons between each 

case and code. The word query produced a word cloud of emphasized key words (see Figure 
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3.3). Comparing this query to the coding map allowed the researcher to further refine some of the 

titles of sub-codes. A version of the major words was included in the seven major coding 

categories. 

 

Figure 3.3. Word Cloud of Stemmed Words 

Once the codes and sub-codes were developed and data was analyzed and coded in 

NVivo, the codes were reorganized into the planning, teaching, and assessment cycle to maintain 

focus on the research questions and provide order for reporting the findings. A Venn Diagram 

was created to look for patterns within the codes and themes. (see Figure 3.4). This figure helped 

to organize the data into chronological order for data analysis and the development of findings. 
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Figure 3.4. Venn Diagram of Coding Themes within the Planning, Teaching, and Assessment 

Cycle. 

Case Study Quality 

Toward ensuring a quality case study, the narrative finding produced were developed rich 

details that aim to ring true for readers. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) caution that readers must be 

able to apply case study findings in policy or their own lives. This guidance was carefully 

followed to ensure quality.  Four measures of quality were used to meet quality goals: internal 

validity or credibility; reliability or consistency; external validity or transferability; and ethics.  
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Internal validity or credibility  

Internal validity is the measure used by readers to determine if the findings match reality 

or how credible the findings are with the reader’s version of reality. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 

recognized five techniques aimed at creating more credible findings that were used in this case 

study: triangulation; member checks; engagement in data collection; reflexivity; and peer review.  

In this study, triangulation was achieved by using multiple methods, multiple sources and 

multiple theories (Denzin, 1978). Data was collected using different methods (interviews, 

observations, and document analysis) that could then be used to check findings. One of the 

strengths of using a single-case, embedded design was that data could be collected from multiple 

sources because each teacher in the PLT was a different source of data with different documents 

and a different interview.  

Member checks ensured that the researcher’s interpretation of the data connected with the 

participants’ experience. There were opportunities in the research process to allow the 

participants to make comments on the findings and note things that were inconsistent with their 

experiences. A final member check was completed at the end of the study. The participants read 

both the high-level findings and the conclusion to Chapter Four. The following comment from a 

teacher who spoke on the behalf of the PLT confirmed this process. “Based on our experience 

with the IDM Study and IDM Process, we agree that everything you have written is factual and 

we have no suggestions for revisions.  We also have no questions.”  

Rigorous and consistent engagement in data collection was also used to ensure reliability. 

Through regular and rigorous data analysis a greater level of credibility may be accomplished 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The goal is to more closely align the emerging findings to the 
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participants’ experiences. This requires continuous data collection until a point of saturation was 

reached and data was being repeated instead of adding to the findings.  

Reflexivity is the researcher’s open acknowledgment of how the researcher could impact 

the findings and the potential for bias. The researcher acknowledged his constructivist’s 

theoretical framework and prior relationships with the teachers in the PLT. This information is a 

lens through which readers may more fully understand the findings. Along with reflexivity, peer 

review also to develop a more credible set of findings. In the dissertation process, the 

researcher’s committee served as the primary peer review as well as two peers from different 

institutions who served as informal readers and editors. 

Reliability or consistency 

Reliability typically refers to how findings from one study could be consistently 

replicated in another study. However, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explained that in qualitative 

research human behavior is never static, therefore the results in one study will not yield the same 

results in another. Reliability in this case study was better framed through the question of 

whether the results were consistent with the data collected. One important aspect of this study 

was to make sure the description of the data collected was thick and rich enough that different 

readers would come to consistent conclusions based on the data. The interview and observation 

protocols were designed to focus attention on collecting full descriptions of events and to keep 

the data collection targeted on the research questions. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) concluded that 

“if the findings of a study are consistent with the data presented, the study can be considered 

dependable” (p. 252). 

Many of the techniques used to determine reliability in this case study were similar to 

those used in determining internal validity, including triangulation, peer review, and reflexivity. 
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An audit trail was another strategy that was used to determine reliability. A research journal was 

used to track and record the decisions made based on the evidence throughout the course of the 

study. The researcher’s journal also aided in this process. 

External validity or transferability 

Instead of using the quantitative construct of generalizability, qualitative research uses the notion 

of transferability where the researcher provides a detailed description through the findings to 

enable transfer to similar situations. To enhance the likelihood of transferability of results in this 

study, a thick and rich description was used that allowed readers to fully understand and 

comprehend the likelihood of achieving the same results in different settings as suggested by 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016). This thick and rich description included details about the setting, the 

participants, quotes, documents, and field notes that all form a set of data full enough for 

conclusions to be reached by readers. The interview protocol, observation protocol, contact 

summary, and document summary were all set up to focus research notes to capture data that was 

important in developing a thick and rich description in this study. 

Ethics 

Because the researcher is a primary instrument in a case study (Merriam, 1998), the 

ethics of the researcher play a critical role in the validity and reliability of the study. This 

research involved humans, so a relevant Institutional Review Board (IRB) provided approval to 

ensure that no harm was done and risks were minimized to those involved. The confidentiality of 

the teachers’ identities was maintained using pseudonyms and by redacting all information 

connecting back to the teachers or their school in all the data. All printed data was stored in a 

locked cabinet at the researcher’s office and electronic files were stored on a password-protected 
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laptop in a password-protected file, all of which is outlined in the data security section of the 

methodology.  

Ethics also required that the researcher disclose prior relationships with the teachers 

involved in this study. Because the researcher worked in the school system as the Director of 

Educator Support and Leadership Development, the researcher had a professional relationship 

with several of the teachers involved in the study. Three of the teachers had been involved in the 

Key BT program that targeted beginning teacher leaders and two of the teachers had been 

involved a two-year leadership program that involved training and a stipend upon successful 

completion. The research had no supervisory or evaluative responsibilities for any teacher 

involved in this research. The researcher also had prior relationships with the teachers in 

facilitating a training in June 2016 on the Inquiry Design Model and facilitated a training for the 

district social studies teachers. Because of these professional relationships, it was particularly 

important for the researcher to maintain a reflexive stance and adhere closely to IRB guidelines.  

Role of the researcher 

The researcher assumed the role of observer in this study, something  Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016) describe as an observer participant role. This role allowed insider’s identity 

without actually directly participating in any activities.  The researcher stayed on the periphery, 

observing and interacting with the participants. Care was taken to consider how the observer as 

participant stance may have impacted the plan, teach, and assess processes. The research was the 

catalyst for the PLT to plan, teach, and assess, so in that sense the researcher’s observations did 

have a direct impact on the PLT’s activities. Although one teacher taught an inquiry previously, 

the approach was new for the PLT. The researcher had worked with the teachers in his 

administrative position for the district. Two of the teachers participated in a beginning teacher 
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leadership program facilitated by the researcher, and two of the teachers participated in a 

different leadership program that the researcher co-facilitated. The researcher conducted a 

training on the Inquiry Design Model in August 2016 for the former Department Chair who was 

also the lead teacher for social studies on the Faculty Senate for the district.  Within the school, 

the researcher worked with the current and immediate former principal as a principal peer, 

providing easily accessible communication with the school leadership. 

To remain conscious of the researcher’s role and impact in the study, Garmston and 

Wellman's (2016) notion of a “balcony view”  was adopted. Through this stance, the researcher 

sought to observe interactions and impaction on the behavior of others. An awareness of this 

stance was captured in the Contact Summary Form (see Appendix E). This form helped the 

researcher to maintain consciousness and reflexive throughout the study. 

Subjectivity statement 

Constructivism served as a theoretical frame for this research and an effort was made to 

align the design and methods of this research to that theoretical framework. From the research 

questions, to the way data was collected and analyzed, the focus was on collecting data that 

would allow any reader to construct meaning and understandings that aligned to that view of the 

world.  

The researcher acknowledged the role of a researcher is to observe, not to lead or coach 

the teachers involved in this study. The questions in the interview protocols were designed to 

prompt thinking and probe for deeper understanding using some of the foundational concepts 

from Cognitive Coaching, but only within the confines of collecting thick and rich data.  

The researcher also had a professional relationship with three of the four teachers in the 

PLT over the last several years. Two of the four had taught since the researcher assumed the 



  60 

professional role as the Beginning Teacher Support Coordinator. Two of the teachers were in a 

teacher leadership program co-facilitated by the researcher and two of teachers had previously 

participated in a beginning teacher leadership program the researcher facilitated. These prior 

relationships allowed the researcher to gain access into the PLT toward collecting thick and rich 

data. However, the established prior professional relationships required the researcher to remain 

vigilant and cautious in efforts to adhere to the role of observer more than participant. An 

awareness that researcher’s mere presence might impacted how the PLT functioned was critical. 

Because no formal role or power existed between the researcher and the teachers or their jobs, 

the researcher was able to take advantage of the prior professional relationships to develop an in-

depth understanding as to how the PLT planned, taught, and assessed student understanding 

during inquiry-based learning.  

Summary of Methodology 

Utilizing a single-case, embedded design, this study explored how a high school world 

history PLT planned, taught, and assessed student understanding using inquiry-based learning. 

The methods used to design the study, collect data, and analyze that data followed methodology 

ideas from Merriam (1998), Merriam and Tisdell (2016), and Yin (2014). The methods chosen 

aligned to the researcher’s constructivist epistemological stance and provided an efficient way to 

answer the research questions.   
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 CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

This study explored how a Professional Learning Team planned, taught, and assessed 

inquiry-based learning in social studies, both as individual teachers and as a team. A single case 

of one high-school world history PLT was selected with four teachers embedded within that case 

as they engaged in the entire process of planning, teaching, and assessing a single inquiry in the 

fall of 2017. Several pieces of data were collected, including observations of PLT meetings, 

multiple interviews with each teacher, classroom observations of each teacher, and documents 

pertaining to the inquiry and student work.  

The research questions for this study were: 

1. Planning - How do teachers in a high school, world history PLT collaborate when 

planning for inquiry-based instruction? 

2. Teaching - How do teachers in a PLT individually implement a co-planned inquiry in 

their classes? 

a. What are some conscious decisions made by individual teachers as they teach the 

inquiry in their class? 

b. What factors influence modifications made by individual teachers to the inquiry? 

3. Assessing - How do teachers in a PLT assess student understanding in their individual 

classes when teaching a co-planned inquiry? 

a. How do teachers in a PLT reflect on their teaching based on the assessments? 

Participants and Context 

The teachers in the world history PLT for this study all taught at W. Byrum High School 

(WBHS), and consisted of four teachers with between zero and seven years of prior experience. 

The principal of the school considered the social studies department to be high performing and 
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the world history teachers had student achievement scores that exceeded or almost exceeded 

growth on value added measures. The PLT had proven results, even with a brand-new teacher on 

the team.  

The world history classrooms at WBHS were positioned along the same hallway at the 

back of the school. Three of the rooms were clustered directly across or adjacent from each 

other. The school was one of the newest in the district and one of the cleanest, so the paint was 

still bright and white. Each room had an overhead projector mounted to project on the 

whiteboard, which allowed the teachers to highlight inquiry sources or to facilitate presentations. 

Students sat at tables in three of the four classes, which promoted collaboration among students 

during the inquiry. Although teachers in the PLT and the rooms in which they taught were 

similar, each teacher constructed a unique teaching and learning context.  

Ms. Dae – The collaborator. Ms. Dae was one of the two more-experienced teachers in 

the PLT with seven prior years of experience. She participated in two of the teacher leadership 

programs offered by her district and local teacher association, and she filled one of the two 

leadership roles for the social studies department. Ms. Dae was able to utilize various strategies 

and pedagogy to engage her world history students on a high level. She also used similar skills to 

facilitate the work of the teachers in the PLT.  

When explaining her hopes in working with her PLT on an inquiry, Ms. Dae stressed a 

desire for “it to go cohesively. I think that’s my biggest goal.” During the PLT meetings, she was 

deliberate about promoting norms of collaboration, like paraphrasing the other teachers to 

promote understanding, and directly stating that she was “putting another idea on the table.” She 

regularly offered other suggestions without dismissing ideas being discussed. She used her 

strategies and pedagogical ideas to help the PLT plan how to teach the content in the inquiry. Her 
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PLT recognized her strength, with Ms. Kagel explaining that Ms. Dae was “really good at 

logistics and pedagogy, coming up with ways to teach it. I decided what we’re going to teach, 

she decides how we’re going to teach it.” Overall, she had a positive outlook on the inquiry and 

specifically mentioned both being excited about this inquiry and also planning the next inquiry 

based on what they learned from this one.  

Ms. Dae had 17 students in her 4th block world history class. Desks were arranged in a 

modified E-shape that was mirrored on both sides of the room (see figure 4.1). Ms. Dae’s skills 

as a collaborator played a role in how she taught the inquiry in her classroom and how engaged 

students were in what they learned. 

 

Figure 4.1. Ms. Dae’s classroom map on Day 1 

Ms. Green – The beginning teacher. Ms. Green was the least experienced teacher on 

the team. She was hired over the summer and was seen as having lots of potential by the other 

PLT members. World history was a new course for Ms. Green and she recognized that “it’s the 
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first semester, everything’s new. I'm learning as much as they are.” She relied on her PLT and 

the individuals on her team to mentor her during the first semester. 

 Ms. Green was familiar with the structure of an inquiry from her student teaching 

experience, even though it was in a different course. She pulled on her experience teaching a 

“three-day investigation on the extent to which the New Deal was successful.” Still, she was 

nervous in being the first teacher to teach each day given that her class was first period, but she 

was confident that the other teachers on her team were “not going to let me hang out to dry 

because I’m the new one.” Her connection and reliance on her teammates was evident.  

Before the inquiry, Ms. Green described her first period class as unusually silent. Not 

because she was a tyrant demanding it. She described how she tried several strategies veterans 

might have used to try to cajole her class to answer questions and engage in a discussion. 

Instead, the 17 students seemed to have a code of silence that Ms. Green battled every day.  Her 

classroom was the smallest room of the four and she used desk rather than tables. Ms. Green had 

the desks set in rows, so students could work with a partner next to them when appropriate (see 

Figure 4.2).  During her later reflections, she commented extensively on the impact that her 

students’ silence had on that class.    
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Figure 4.2. Ms. Green’s classroom map on Day 1 

Ms. Kagel – A historian as a teacher. Ms. Kagel began teaching the same year as Ms. 

Dae, and the two have been on the world history PLT together the entire time. She filled the 

other leadership role in the social studies department for the school. She also served as a leader 

in the local teacher association, and she participated in one of the teacher leadership programs 

that her district offered.  

Ms. Kagel was the only teacher who had previously taught an inquiry. She modified an 

inquiry on the Holocaust that was published at C3Teachers.org and implemented it in one of her 

elective classes. According to other teachers on the PLT, Ms. Kagel had the deepest history 

content knowledge as well as the most experience with IDM. She was recognized by her team as 

the content expert and she served in that role when planning the inquiry with the PLT.   She 

identified herself as a historian, working with the team to modify the sources to get them in a 

format appropriate for the students. 
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Ms. Kagel taught 31 students in her 3rd block honors class, which was the only honors 

level class observed in this study. She modified the inquiry more than the other teachers, but she 

used the same sources. Unlike prior units she has taught, she set her class up for students to be 

clustered in pairs for all aspects of the inquiry (see figure 4.3).  

 

Figure 4.3. Ms. Kagel’s classroom map on Day 1 

Ms. Warren – An advocate for her students. Ms. Warren helped keep the team focused 

on students. She spent time before school, after school, and during lunch working individually 

with students to help them understand what they were learning and to make up prior missed or 

incomplete assignments. She focused on the needs of her students, especially the low performing 

students, and took the lead in modifying the inquiry while teaching it.  

In her four years as a teacher, Ms. Warren participated in one of the district’s teacher 

leadership programs and also worked with the local teacher association. Ms. Kagel explained 

that Ms. Warren was “really good about finding resources and finding documents and sort of 



  67 

pushing us to maybe think about different things. She always kind of plays devil’s advocate a 

little bit.” Ms. Warren was tolerant of the ambiguity in teaching the inquiry. In planning for the 

inquiry, Ms. Warren hoped the inquiry approach would allow her students to question and get 

excited about exploring the sources and figure out what was going on. She was also keenly 

aware that for her regular world history class, reading comprehension was a “big deal for them.”  

Ms. Warren’s class of 25 students was arranged in the same reflective E pattern as Ms. 

Dae’s class (see Figure 4.4). She allowed students to move seats to sit next to their partners to 

help facilitate collaborative work during the inquiry.  

 

Figure 4.4. Ms. Warren’s classroom map on Day 1 

Structure of the Findings 

The four teachers in this study followed a pattern of planning, teaching, and assessing 

while constantly reflecting and revising their inquiry. The findings from this study are organized 

using the same chronology of planning, teaching, and assessing student understanding. As a 
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PLT, the teachers on this team functioned both as members of the team as well as individual 

teachers within their own classrooms as they planned, taught, and assessed student 

understanding.  

The plan, teach, and assessment cycle. Within the plan, teach, and assessment cycle, 

the teachers in the PLT regularly collaborated. In the words of Ms. Dae, they were a “high-

functioning” PLT.  They met at least weekly, on Wednesdays, on a formal schedule in the 

morning before school started. Depending on the unit on which they were working, they engaged 

in research and found sources and materials as individuals and then brought that back to the team 

the following week. Once the unit was planned, each teacher individually taught the unit in their 

own classroom. Depending on the understanding demonstrated by the students, teachers were 

given the flexibility to modify instruction to meet their own students’ needs. Ms. Kagel described 

the differences in how each teacher handled their own class, explaining that an administrator 

could walk into Ms. Dae’s room and, “they’re doing skits. You walk into my room, we might be 

doing something in smaller groups but they’re still getting the same content.” 

Throughout the unit and also at the end of the unit the teachers in the PLT reflected and 

revised in both formal meeting settings, as well as informal meetings before or after class. The 

final stage in this process was where the team reflected on how the unit went, how and what 

students learned, and what modifications they would make next time. Because their classes were 

taught by semester, each teacher had a chance to make changes to the same lessons and units 

prior to the next semester with a new set of students. The findings from this study were aligned 

to follow the planning, teaching, and assessing cycle that the teachers engaged in during the 

inquiry.   
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Overview of the inquiry. The PLT planned, taught, and assessed a 3-day inquiry focused 

on the Crusades. Specifically, the teachers in the PLT wanted students to explore the causes, 

motives, and purpose of the Crusades; to compare the Crusades to a modern event; and 

ultimately to answer the compelling question, “Did the Crusades ever end?” The inquiry was 

written using the Inquiry Design Model (IDM) blueprint found in Appendix J.  

The inquiry was framed around four supporting questions designed to allow students to 

gather information from historical sources to answer the compelling question. The first 

supporting question was, “What were the causes of the Crusades?” The second supporting 

question was, “What were the motives of the combatants?” The third supporting question was, 

“Were the Crusades about religious conversion, conquest and trade, or nation building?” The 

final supporting question was, “What are the similarities and differences between the Crusades 

and a later conflict?” 

Students were asked to write a paragraph in response to each supporting question. To 

help them prepare for the writing assignments, students completed a T-chart to compare the 

motives of the combatants and a double-bubble graphic organizer to compare and contrast the 

Crusades to another conflict. Students responded to the supporting questions after analyzing 

historical sources. Each supporting question had between two and five sources, including both 

primary and secondary sources.  

Planning an Inquiry as a PLT 

The PLT spent almost a month planning the inquiry, although the intensity of the 

planning certainly changed as the date to start teaching approached. Each teacher had a role to 

play during both the formal and informal meetings that took place before the inquiry was taught. 

Three findings emerged from analysis of the data on the planning stage of the inquiry.  
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1. Although there were different levels of prior experience among the teachers, learning 

the IDM structure and process was important for the team as a whole.  

2. The lack of content knowledge among the teachers impacted the planning process the 

PLT used in finding and selecting sources. 

3. The PLT utilized the individual strengths of the members to plan the inquiry. 

Learning the IDM Pedagogy 

The teachers first had to learn how to teach an inquiry using the Inquiry Design Model 

(IDM) they chose to follow. The inquiry they developed was the first one planned, taught, and 

assessed by all four members of the PLT. Although there were different levels of prior 

experience among the individual teachers, learning the IDM structure and process was important 

for the team as a whole. Two sub-themes emerged as the PLT learned about IDM and began to 

plan the inquiry using the IDM: (a) the compelling question guided the planning process for the 

PLT and (b) planning the supporting questions required deep knowledge of the content related to 

the sources being used in the inquiry.  

Role of the compelling question. The compelling question played a vital role in framing 

the work of the PLT as they planned the rest of the inquiry. The compelling question for this 

inquiry was, “Did the Crusades ever end?” Ms. Kagel called it, “Simple on the surface; complex 

when you explore it.” Ms. Warren described how the PLT, “sat down with our compelling 

question and then kind of broke it down into four, it was three originally, and then four 

supporting questions.”  She described the compelling question as “the overarching funnel that we 

were putting everything through, and so I think it 100% guided pretty much every action that we 

took in the IDM.” Ms. Warren explained that it, “drove all of the plan, it drove all of the lessons, 



  71 

we were rewriting everything and shortening things,” so everything came back to the compelling 

question as the team planned the inquiry.  

The PLT discussed the wording of the compelling question in great detail. During one of 

the planning PLT meetings, Ms. Kagel paused the team to discuss the wording of the compelling 

question as being good, “because it leaves it open ended. It’s a yes or no, but it’s open ended and 

vague.” She went on to say, “We don’t want it to be wordy. It depends on what angle we want 

the students to know and understand.” Ms. Green explained that the wording was important 

because, “we’re trying to make the questions broader because if you make it super specific then 

you’re like giving them the answers.” Ms. Kagel followed-up that, “we don't want to lead them 

to one particular answer but we need to be able to lead them to three or four possible answers.” 

The goal of the team was to allow students to explore the question and construct their own 

understanding and meaning based on the evidence they used to support their argument.  

While the compelling question was central to all of the planning, the PLT did not just 

make up that question out of thin air. They engaged in a process to write their compelling 

question. To start that planning process, the PLT followed the Design Path for IDM (see 

Appendix N). During the first PLT meeting and prior to drafting the compelling question, the 

teachers determined the right content topic for their inquiry was the Crusades. Even though it 

was a topic they had not previously taught in depth, it was something that naturally fit the 

timeline of the curriculum and most importantly, they all agreed that it would be interesting for 

them to learn more about the topic as a PLT. 

After deciding on the content topic to use for the inquiry, the PLT brainstormed possible 

compelling questions over a series of meetings after a direct suggestion from Ms. Kagel that, 

“the first thing we need to do is come up with a question.” Ms. Kagel was the most experienced 



  72 

individual with regards to planning and teaching an inquiry, and her suggestions held weight 

among the team. Ms. Kagel cautioned the PLT that, “the more we pull resources, our questions 

will definitely change.” After talking a little more during that PLT meeting she stated, “I want to 

do more research myself. Read some documents and see what jumps out at me,” which was the 

second PLT meeting in a row in which she stated that she wanted to pause to look at sources 

before finalizing the compelling question. The PLT agreed with Ms. Dae to “brush up on the 

content” before moving onto supporting questions and brainstormed ideas on what to research in 

looking up content for their own knowledge. The process of researching the content and finding 

appropriate sources took about a month of weekly PLT meetings, with “homework,” as Ms. 

Warren called it, being done by individuals in between meetings.  

To support the entire PLT in learning the content, Ms. Kagel shared a Google Doc to 

collaboratively gather links and information on what they could read and what “homework” the 

PLT members should do. It also became a place for others to add sources. In all, fifteen sources 

were annotated on the document with specific notes that, “Excerpts could be used for supporting 

questions 1 and 2.” The members also noted which sources were, “hardcore propaganda” that 

they would, “never give my students.” All four teachers edited the document.  

The importance of the questions in the inquiry was significant to the PLT. After one early 

PLT meeting, Ms. Dae summed up the feelings of the team when she sighed, “It’s just hard to 

find the best question.” In looking back at this stage of the planning process, she reflected that “I 

think we struggled at first to understand the template and get on the same page as far as questions 

go, but I think once we found our question I think we were good because we just had to figure 

out what directions we're going in.”  



  73 

The PLT members described how using inquiry, and specifically using questions to guide 

student understanding in the inquiry, changed the focus of how sources were used by the 

students. Ms. Kagel explained that the inquiry was, “less about restating facts and more about 

thinking and analysis of events. So, it allowed us to have more discussions rather than okay 

here’s what you need to know, do your study guide, here’s your tests.” That slight change of 

using questions to create a purpose for using sources became an important take-away for the 

team. As Ms. Kagel explained:  

it’s the way history should be done, in my opinion, you know that’s whether they 

go to college or not, just having the skills of being able to look at sources and 

evaluate them for biases. This is a good source, this is a bad source, and let me be 

able to make a claim and back it up with evidence. I mean, I feel like that goes 

down to the roots of what civil society is. It’s being able to articulate your 

viewpoints and why you believe that and be able to defend them without getting 

nasty. 

Because the team used Wiggins & McTighe’s (2005) Backwards Design model in 

previous units, they were used to using essential questions. In order to learn some of the subtle 

differences in the Inquiry Design Model way of using questions, the team researched the IDM 

blueprint and examples of inquiries on www.C3Teachers.org. During the early PLT meetings, 

the team regularly discussed the compelling and supporting questions and referred back to the 

research they did in looking at already published inquiries for patterns and structure in the 

questions. Ms. Kagel explained, “When we look at the successful compelling questions that have 

already been done, the questions seem very simple on the surface, like a yes or a no.” She further 

elaborated that as she read more compelling questions she began to understand the complexity of 
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a well-formed question.  Understanding some of the aims of the compelling question helped the 

PLT as they brainstormed and developed their compelling question.   

With a compelling question in place, the PLT briefly examined possible arguments in 

response to the compelling question. The process of brainstorming explicit possible arguments as 

outcomes of the inquiry was part of the Design Path in IDM. The PLT found that the 

dichotomous structure of their compelling question offered students a clear path to at least two 

different answers that could be supported by evidence. 

Once the PLT determined the final wording for the compelling question, they were ready 

to plan the rest of the inquiry. Ms. Dae explained, “I'm just really looking forward to like 

narrowing that down so we can start to build the rest.” Ms. Warren summarized the groups’ 

thinking during a PLT meeting about the next steps as she discussed,  

what can we ask that would get kids to be able to answer the compelling question 

and that's where we derive our four supporting questions, and then what 

documents can we give them so that we are able to answer the supporting 

questions, so that we’re able to answer the compelling question. 

The PLT was clear that after they had a solid compelling question, the next thing for them to do 

was determine the supporting questions to help students answer that overarching compelling 

question.  

Planning the supporting questions. Once the compelling question was decided, the 

team began the process of creating the supporting questions, but found those questions were 

often reliant on the sources they could find. At one of the final PLT meetings before they began 

teaching the inquiry, Ms. Dae explained, “we know where we want to go. We’re just having a 
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hard time getting the documents. We have to get them together today.” The PLT discovered that 

planning the supporting questions took deep knowledge of content and related sources. 

Throughout the process, there was uncertainty in the PLT because it was their first-time 

planning and teaching an inquiry on the Crusades. The teachers had several discussions about the 

role of the supporting questions and sources when planning the inquiry. In one brief exchange on 

balancing sources, Ms. Dae suggested that they give students, “something else that they can 

compare it to, that is saying ‘Yes it ended’ or ‘No it has not.’” Ms. Kagel replied, “Could that 

come into play with the documents we give them?” The teachers knew they wanted to provide 

students with a balance of sources, but because it was a new content topic, they had to work out 

what that looked like in planning the inquiry.  

What they found was that it took all of them to find the right kind of sources that could 

provide evidence for different ways to answer the compelling and supporting questions. The 

process of working with the PLT to provide clear evidence on different ways to answer the 

question was important because it helped to bring clarity, over time, to the team as a whole. 

Before teaching the inquiry, Ms. Dae explained, “I think pulling the documents as well was very 

essential for us. And just making sure that our ideas align because we all envision things 

differently.” The process of searching for sources was important for the team because the content 

was new for the team and although it felt right after planning the inquiry, the team realized at the 

end of the inquiry, that they didn’t fully understand the role that deep knowledge of sources 

would play while teaching the inquiry.  

The PLT had at least two options for planning the supporting questions for their inquiry. 

They could have studied the content and related sources, then developed supporting questions 

given what they learned. Instead, the teachers wrote supporting questions first and then looked 
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for sources that would provide the content students needed to answer the questions. Their 

decision to begin with supporting questions had major implications for the planning process. 

The PLTs choice to find sources after finalizing the questions was made more difficult by 

their lack of content knowledge about the Crusades. Ms. Warren summarized how the team 

coped with the challenges they faced as they looked for sources:  

That was a little frustrating because we would find great sources that didn't fit with our 

supporting question and it’s hard to throw away a good source when you've looked for a 

good source for so long, because it just didn't fit it.  It has a place somewhere else but not 

in there. 

The effort to find sources appropriate for students to use in answering the compelling and 

supporting questions proved to be one of the biggest challenges for the PLT in the planning 

stage.   

Ms. Dae explained that the intent of the supporting question in this inquiry was to, 

“facilitate understanding because each supporting question has them doing a performance task 

which is part of the IDM.” She further explained that the goal of structuring the supporting 

question was to, “give them the tools to proceed forward” and answer the summative 

performance task. The PLT aimed to structure the supporting questions so they, “played into 

each other, built and lead you right to the end.” Before teaching the inquiry, Ms. Dae felt like the 

supporting questions were, “well suited for each other, and it was good scaffolding because if we 

had tried to start with supporting question three as question one that would not have gone over 

well.” Ms. Green agreed that the supporting questions were designed to, “progress through the 

day,” so the causes led into the motives of the Crusaders.  
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Planning the supporting questions took time and lots of dialogue for the team to 

determine how the questions might guide students to evidence on different sides of answering 

each question. While planning the supporting questions, Ms. Dae and Ms. Kagel discussed 

giving students something to choose in the question and then ensuring the sources allowed them 

to make inferences from the evidence. Ms. Warren discussed if the questions should be broad or 

if they wanted “to narrow the last supporting question to a specific area.” The PLT spent a lot of 

time discussing the intent of each supporting question. The entire team participated actively in 

that process.  

The first three questions that focused on the causes, motivations, and purpose of the 

Crusades came fairly early in the planning process. The team discussed switching supporting 

question 2 and 3 because “question 3 would be in better position to impact more,” later in the 

inquiry according to Ms. Dae. They also discussed the vocabulary to use in each question, like 

the terms “warriors,” “fighters,” or “combatants” to broaden how the students could answer the 

second question on motives. The process the teachers took to see the inquiry through the eyes of 

their students helped inform the order and questions they created.  

As the team began closing out the planning of the inquiry, they went back to examine 

how each of the supporting questions helped guide students towards answering the compelling 

question. At this point in the planning process, they only had three supporting questions. A 

fourth supporting question emerged. Ms. Warren asked, “can we actually answer this 

[compelling] question based on these three questions. The answer we came to is no, we need a 

fourth.” Ms. Dae explained that the discussion about a fourth question focused on making a 

connection to current events. “I just don’t know what that looks like.” During that conversation, 

Ms. Dae thought out loud,  
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What are some similarities and differences between these modern events and the 

Crusades? If they can find similarities and they can differentiate, then they can 

talk about whether this is similar or different or if they ended or did not end, 

because this is the same situation, just 100 years later. 

However, Ms. Kagel worried that a fourth question was too leading. “I feel like we are kind of, 

not giving them the answer, but we are telling them it continued on.” The team continued to 

grapple with this issue through the planning phase, never really resolving the issue of how much 

the inquiry pointed students to a particular argument. Because of this hesitation, the PLT ran out 

of time and did not fully plan out each formative performance task. Instead, the role of designing 

the tasks was left primarily to Ms. Kagel and Ms. Dae.  

The Impact of Teacher Content Knowledge  

At the onset of the planning process, the PLT chose a content topic they wanted to learn 

rather than one they had previously taught. The resulting lack of content knowledge impacted 

their planning process, specifically (a) the lack of content knowledge required the teachers to 

research the topic; (b) the lack of content knowledge impacted the ability of the PLT to find 

appropriate sources; and (c) the amount of time it took the PLT to find appropriate sources 

limited their ability to modify the sources to make them appropriate for student’s skill level. 

Researching the topic. A lack of content knowledge among the teachers created a 

challenge for the PLT in the planning cycle. Ms. Kagel explained that even though the lack of 

content knowledge equalized the roles among members, “because nobody was smarter than 

another person, it also hindered us because we had to learn it before we can figure out where 

we’re actually wanted the students to go.” Having to research the topic was part of the plan for 

this PLT because they deliberately chose a topic they had not previously taught in depth.  
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The PLT quickly realized how important it was to know the content. “Good Lord you got 

to know your content,” Ms. Kagel exclaimed at the end of the planning stage. The teachers in the 

PLT were comfortable with general inquiry pedagogy and had proven results with student 

achievement. The difference with this inquiry was the conscious choice the PLT made to teach 

the IDM using the Crusades, a topic they didn’t know much about. In deciding which topic to 

teach, the team discussed choosing the Crusades to help them fill in what Ms. Kagel described 

as, “a lack of content knowledge,” among the teachers. She thought it would enable them to go 

deeper into the Crusades in future semesters. What the teachers found was that not having a deep 

and full understanding of the content up front, slowed down and delayed their planning and even 

their teaching more than they expected.  

The teachers in the PLT used primary sources on a regular basis. They had even 

presented at the state social studies conference on using primary sources in content areas they 

knew well. Ms. Kagel, who served as the PLT’s content expert, regularly emphasized the 

importance of knowing the content. The previous inquiry she taught was on the Holocaust, a 

topic she was “well versed in.” Ms. Kagel felt she “was much more confident knowing that I 

could answer some of the questions that my students had.” That level of confidence was not 

present for the PLT when planning and ultimately when teaching the Crusades inquiry.  

Ms. Warren explained that if they had chosen a content topic like World War II, then the 

PLT, “wouldn't need the background for ourselves as much.” She continued, “I think that content 

has always driven the question for us and I think that because we are at our core historians, I 

think that the content will drive the question.” Ms. Kagel suggested that teachers, “find 

something that you're already comfortable with because that's going to speed the process up 

because you’re already comfortable with the content.” Likewise, Ms. Green said that teachers 
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should, “know the content first before you start working on it,” because if you don’t, “you can’t 

really contribute as much,” during the planning process.   

Finding appropriate sources. The PLT began planning the inquiry by determining a 

compelling question and then they began looking for sources to answer the question. This 

deductive process forced the teachers to search for specific sources that met a particular need. 

For example, they needed sources that not only described the motives for the Christians in the 

Crusades, but also the Muslims. Ms. Kagel mentioned that doing general searches provided 

teachers with sources that had a biased perspective on the Crusades. Ms. Warren also explained 

the difficulty in “finding sources from a non-Christian perspective.” The other concern the PLT 

members had was that some sources they found were too long and hard to read. Given these 

realities, the first version of the source packet was 14 pages long. Over time, the PLT made two 

revisions to the source document packet to make the sources more readable for the regular world 

history students.  

Ms. Kagel acknowledged the difficulty in finding reliable sources, because they didn’t 

know, “what's out there,” and, “what were reliable sources. When you're talking about Crusades 

some crazy stuff comes up.” The PLT worked together to find a reasonable number of sources 

that could inform students’ understanding and keep them from having to sift through so much 

information. Trying to find specific sources to answer a pre-determined question proved to be 

difficult for the PLT.  

To compensate for that lack of initial content knowledge, Ms. Warren described how Ms. 

Kagel, “gave us homework, and it was really broad stuff.” The individuals in the PLT researched 

topics related to the compelling and supporting questions and when they found a possible source 

they dropped “everything in a document” and put it in a shared folder. The teachers’ lack of 
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expertise meant they spent a lot of time searching for sources and documents. Ms. Warren 

described researching sources at late at night and she “ended up going down a rabbit hole.” She 

described linking books and articles for the PLT members to read over the weekend until Ms. 

Kagel wrote back on the planning document, “Okay, I'm gonna need you to stop.”  Ms. Warren 

explained her extensive research into the content as a way to compensate for her lack of content 

knowledge because she explained, “In the past, I have taught the first Crusade and even then, it 

wasn’t very in-depth. It was just the bare bones.” Finding sources took a long time and a lot of 

effort before the inquiry even started.  

The PLT struggled with finding a variety of perspectives and different types of sources. 

The teachers knew they wanted a visual image from both the Muslim and Christian side of the 

Crusades to begin the inquiry, but after spending twenty-five minutes looking for images they 

“had to completely scrap it because there was literally nothing from the Muslim perspective.” 

Ms. Warren further described the frustration of the PLT in finding sources because they made 

“the assumption that it would not be a difficult process, and then it turned into a difficult 

process.”  

Going into the planning process the members of the PLT hoped to use visual as well as 

written sources. Ms. Green explained that paintings and pictures would have been “a good way 

to introduce the culture part of what we’re teaching.” However, the difficulty in finding different 

types of sources resulted in the only visual sources being used for the staging the questions part 

of the inquiry. Ms. Dae noted that this inquiry was “predominantly [text] based, so they're 

looking at just resources and reading like letters, speeches and things like that.” In the prior unit 

on Meso-America, she noted how well students made inferences from “symbols,” “paintings,” 
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and “drawings.” Even though the team wanted to find and use more visual sources, they 

struggled to find them.  

Limited time to modify sources for students. Modifying sources was not always a 

straight forward process for the PLT. Their goal was to make the sources simpler for students to 

understand and use in answering the compelling and supporting questions. The PLT was 

concerned that length and difficulty of the text would challenge their students and potentially 

impact how the inquiry was taught. The process of finding sources was so involved that the PLT 

was still looking for and finding sources for students to use the week the inquiry began. Sources 

were being modified and printed in the morning before being used in the classroom. This was in 

contrast to the prior units where the PLT normally created and printed off all sources at the 

beginning of each unit to use over several weeks. The difficulty in finding sources impacted the 

amount of time teachers had to modify sources for students. 

The PLT knew that their students’ reading levels would determine their ability to read 

longer and more difficult passages. Ms. Kagel clarified that “sometimes our standard kids get 

really overwhelmed. If it’s more than two sentences, they shut down.” During the PLT meeting 

the week before the inquiry began, Ms. Kagel looked at the task they planned and mentioned that 

they “need to be visual. We’ve done a lot of writing so far.” The PLT had planned to modify the 

resources, including formatting sources on the print handout to allow students room to annotate, 

highlight key words, and write general notes on the sources. Part of the reason for this plan was 

because, “their reading levels are so low,” and Ms. Kagel knew her students could not read the 

source on a computer.  

Once the teachers finalized which sources to use for the inquiry, they hoped to modify the 

sources to make them more accessible for their students. Ms. Kagel noted the difficulty with 



  83 

reading in her fourth period world history class, where “the highest reading level that I have in 

there right now is sixth grade.” She knew she would need to modify the sources in order for 

students to successfully read, comprehend, and find evidence to answer the questions. Despite 

these concerns, only one modification was made before they started teaching the inquiry because 

the PLT ran out of time to make more modifications. Ms. Dae added a word bank to the timeline 

source for the first supporting question the night before the inquiry started. The PLT quickly 

learned that students needed more support in reading the historical sources than just a word bank. 

The original sources the PLT found needed to be modified in order for students to use 

them. The teachers planned to make modifications during the planning process, but ran out of 

time, so the members ended up using an online tool called Rewordify.com to change the reading 

level of the sources. In the words of one teacher, Rewordify.com made the sources “a little bit 

more student friendly,” specifically by lowering the reading level. Ms. Dae also defined difficult 

vocabulary words in order to front-load answers to possible questions because her students “get 

stressed out when they don’t know a word.”  

The pedagogy Ms. Kagel used for her honors class was different than the regular world 

history classes. She planned student-centered pedagogy with students working in pairs because 

they had the skill level to comprehend and interpret the sources. In contrast to Ms. Dae and Ms. 

Warren, Ms. Kagel mentioned “having longer documents for some of the more honors or upper 

level classes,” because they had the skills needed to comprehend the more difficult text. Her 

concern with honors level students was that they would “be afraid of getting the wrong answer.” 

She thought that being able to determine the answer on their own would “be very freeing for 

them,” and allow them to “blossom once they’re given the autonomy to follow an inquiry 

through.” Therefore, the pedagogical strategies she planned for her honors class were different.   
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The PLT struggled with the tension between finding quality sources and modifying the 

sources so students could better understand them. As the content expert on the PLT, Ms. Kagel 

took a lot of responsibility in finding sources. However, she explained how even she struggled to 

modify the sources. She did not “want to give them such a small piece that you are guiding them 

down the path.”  Ms. Kagel wanted her students to be able to have enough information to make 

inferences without changing the source. She told the team that she was glad that Ms. Warren and 

Green, “chopped the documents down, because it’s so hard for me to chop them down, because I 

don’t want things taken out of context.” Later in the planning stage, while developing the fourth 

supporting question, Ms. Kagel found herself trying decide “what do I keep what do I take out,” 

of a seven-page article. That source was the longest given to students in the first set of sources on 

the first day. Ms. Kagel relied on the other members of the PLT to help modify the sources from 

the original form and that process took time.  

After the inquiry, Ms. Kagel reflected that during the planning process, “it was just time” 

that posed the biggest issue in modifying the sources to meet the needs of the students. Likewise, 

Ms. Green realized that “we should have spent a little more time modifying the documents with 

standard class because if I’m struggling to like read it and understand it, I know that they don’t 

get it.” Ms. Dae was also worried about the amount of text-based sources versus visual sources, 

and ultimately the lack of time to modify the sources limited the quality of inquiry design.  

Using Individual Strengths to Help the Team  

The PLT played an important role in the overall planning of the inquiry. The teachers 

learned from and with each other. They relied on the interdependence among their PLT as 

teammates and on the strengths of the others to help them as individual teachers. Even though 
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working with other teachers took time, teachers reported that the benefits outweighed the 

challenges.  

Ms. Dae described how the members were able to “bring in all our perspectives and 

utilize our skill sets, our strengths” to support the needs of the team. Ms. Green explained that 

“even within the PLT, when we meet, we have roles. I'm the note taker.” This relationship 

among teachers as both individual teachers and members of a united team was a source of 

strength for the PLT and helped them, especially in the planning and teaching process. Ms. 

Warren explained that “as long as we’re planning, which we are, and as long as we’re 

communicating, which we are, I think we won’t have an issue.” 

Each member of the PLT consistently described the strengths of the other members. Ms. 

Kagel further described “the reason why we’re functional is because we all have our strengths 

and are aware of our own strengths and weaknesses.” For the PLT, Ms. Dae served as the point 

person for pedagogy and group dynamics. Ms. Dae explained that she focused on creating the 

compelling question during the planning cycle wanting to have a clear picture. She also 

explained that she was good with throwing out ideas and then coming up with the order of how 

to teach the idea. Ms. Kagel also described Ms. Dae as “our norms expert, to make sure that 

we’re not getting off task.”  

As one of the two most experienced members of the PLT, Ms. Dae and Ms. Kagel played 

important roles. Ms. Kagel was described as the “content specialist” by Ms. Dae. As a history 

graduate in her undergraduate degree, she described herself as “very content based. So, I make 

sure that the content is accurate, its sequenced well.” Ms. Kagel played a key role in searching 

for key content as well as sharing information with the other teachers to explore and learn 

content because the Crusades was a new topic for the team to teach in depth.  
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Ms. Warren served many different roles for the team including finding sources, thinking 

differently about topics, as well as being what Ms. Kagel called “our facilitator. She’s keeps us 

on task.” Ms. Warren explained that during the planning cycle, she would “bring some sources to 

the table. I will probably bring some ways to implement those sources in the classroom” which 

she did during the teaching cycle.  

Ms. Green was the newest teacher on the team, who was learning the world history 

course as she went along. When Ms. Warren asked about needing to revise sources, Green 

agreed and that served as a sign that modifications needed to happen for the entire PLT. Ms. 

Green and Ms. Warren worked together to modify the sources for the third day and the entire 

team benefited from the work they shared. Ms. Green also served as the recorder for the PLT.  

Even though they each had individual strengths, Ms. Dae explained that “we all shift 

those hats based off of what we’re working on. It depends on what the activity is or what we’re 

trying to do but we all share those hats but then some of us are stronger in some areas.” Not only 

did the team benefit from the individual roles teachers played during the planning process, but 

also from their flexibility in sharing the overall responsibility of the inquiry.  

Finding the time while juggling many duties. A lack of time was one limitation the 

PLT experienced that impacted the planning of the inquiry. The members of the PLT described 

how they all were engaged in many other duties and responsibilities outside of the PLT. These 

included other professional duties, like being a department leader or committee chair, as well as 

personal duties, like being a parent or leading a community organization. Ms. Dae described how 

“we all wear multiple hats. We're all very active teachers, so it’s not just our PLT, it's other 

things that are going outside of school or pulling us away from getting the IDM done.”  
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The complexities of their work life meant the PLT did not have all the time they wanted 

in order to plan the inquiry. Ms. Kagel identified that, “the biggest barrier was finding time to sit 

down to do it.” Ms. Warren described that it’s hard “not to get distracted by the 8,712 things” 

that they did outside of the PLT. When reflecting at the mid-way point about how the inquiry 

was going, Ms. Warren explained, “it's going really well, I think we had a couple of stumbles, 

mainly because our PLC is doing more than what we usually do, and we usually do a lot.” Ms. 

Kagel echoed that analysis: “what also hurt us was just all of us had our hands in so many 

different things and so we weren’t always completely there. I think definitely having more time 

would have been beneficial.” What they discovered was that they had to be intentional with 

making time for the PLT in the limited amount of time they had together.  

Even though time was a limiting factor for the team, the teachers wanted more time to 

engage in the inquiry. Ms. Warren explained that it “would be really fun to do another one. I 

mean it’s a huge undertaking, and I don’t know if I would really be up for it to do it on my own, 

just because I mean, I don’t have time.” Ms. Warren further reflected that, “I still think it would 

have been nice to get the PLC together and reflect after each day to talk because I think that 

would have been could have figure out the kinks.” Ms. Green explained that she thought her 

students liked the inquiry and that if “we do it again next semester, we should spend a little more 

time modifying the documents for the standard class.” The PLT benefited from the individual 

strengths each teacher brought to the PLT. Even though time was a limiting factor and the 

teachers explained they could have used more, overall, the benefits of planning as a PLT were 

beneficial to these teachers. After spending the time together to plan the inquiry, the teachers 

taught it in their individual classes. Findings related to the implantation of the Crusades inquiry 

the PLT planed follow. 
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Individually Teaching a Co-Planned Inquiry 

The PLT worked together closely when planning the inquiry and were set up to teach the 

same content in every class. The IDM blueprint for the Crusades inquiry (Appendix J) outlined 

the various aspects of the inquiry including the questions, sources, and tasks for implementing. 

However, the individual teachers in the PLT did not expect to teach the inquiry in the same way 

using the same pedagogy. Ms. Green explained that the PLT planned “the same things that we’re 

doing but we don’t always do it in the same order. Content is all the same every day, but 

activities vary.” This resulted in different amounts of time spent on each supporting question and 

different pedagogy being used in each classroom. There were three findings related to the 

teaching stage that reflect how the teachers in the PLT implemented the inquiry in unique ways.  

1. Although the inquiry was planned as a team, teachers used independent pedagogical 

strategies to teach the content. 

2. Student-centered pedagogy encouraged student engagement and activity during the 

inquiry. 

3. Students lacked the inquiry skills necessary to fully engage all of the tasks. 

Overview of the teaching process. The Crusades IDM Sequence Maps (see Appendix 

L) provides a visual overview showing the timing of the inquiry implementation and how each 

teacher taught the same parts of the inquiry while spending a different amount of time and 

making unique adjustments based on the needs of her students. From the Sequence Maps, the 

differences in how much time each teacher spent on each supporting question (SQ) is evident 

(Table 4.1).  
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Table 4.1. Time Spent During the Inquiry. 

Teacher Staging SQ1 SQ2 SQ3 SQ4 Summative Other Total  
Dae 26* 85* 52** 68* 41* 39+HW 40 351+HW 
Green 11** 69 79 27** 18 35 31** 270 
Kagel 17 63 94* 52 11+HW HW 77* 314+HW 
Warren 11** 33** 76 70* 13* 38 27** 268 
Time 
differences 

15 52 42 43 30 4** 50  

Notes.  Time is in Minutes.  
*More than 25% above average PLT time spent on this task.  
**Less than 25% below average PLT time spent on this task. 
Staging=Setting the Stage.  
SQ=Supporting Questions and related Formative Performance Tasks.  
Summative=Summative Performance Task focused on students making an argument.  
Other=Warmup activities; Exit Tickets; Lineups; Notes/Videos not planned by PLT. 
Time differences=difference in most and least amount of time on each section. 
*=Warren combined SQ3 & 4 sources.  
**HW time not calculated. 

A quick overview of the time teachers spent on each task of the inquiry is included in 

Table 4.1. Ms. Warren and Ms. Green taught the inquiry in three days. Ms. Dae and Ms. Kagel 

taught the inquiry in four days, and both gave homework to complete it. Ms. Warren made the 

most progress on the first day, getting through the second supporting question, which included 

three versions of Pope Urban II’s speech. Ms. Kagel’s honors class took the most time, needing 

157 minutes to complete the first formative task. She gave her students 20 minutes of notes on 

the Crusades the first day and watched a 30-minute video on the second day. Ms. Dae spent the 

most time on staging the question because she did not use the normal course pack warm-up the 

PLT created for the semester. Ms. Dae also did not use all three versions of Pope Urban II’s 

speech for the second formative performance task. All four teachers spent the least amount of 

time on the last supporting question, which also had the shortest collection of sources after the 

teachers modified those sources. Even though the same content and sources were used, how each 

teacher taught it varied greatly. 
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Independent Pedagogical Strategies  

Although the inquiry was planned as a team, teachers used independent pedagogical 

strategies to modify the content to meet the needs of their own students. Shulman (1986) 

described pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) as the intersection between teachers’ content 

knowledge and their knowledge of how best to help students construct their understanding of that 

content. The ways in which the teachers put their PCK into action when teaching varied. Such 

variety was a common practice for the PLT. Ms. Kagel explained that where Ms. Dae might have 

students performing a skit, her own students might be working in small groups, “but they’re still 

getting the same content.” Even though the PLT spent almost a month planning the inquiry, Ms. 

Green explained that the teachers in the PLT had to “figure out what’s best for their students,” 

because “what’s best for everyone else’s students might not be what’s best for yours.”  The PLT 

gave themselves permission to modify plans to meet the unique needs of their students based on 

the teachers’ comfort with specific strategies. Ms. Dae explained, “Once we saw which direction 

we were going in we were scrambling to modify, but I think it was good that we modified and 

not try to push through, when things weren’t working.” The co-planned blueprint (see Appendix 

J), which provided the overall content framework for the entire PLT, was followed by each 

member of the team. It was the pedagogical strategies the individual teachers used to teach their 

individual classes that provided the differences observed in each class. Modifying sources was 

one area of particular distinction among the teachers when implementing the inquiry  

Modifying the sources. The teachers found that they had to make several modifications 

to the originally planned inquiry in order to help their students understand the content within. 

The collection of sources the teachers planned to use for the inquiry was 14 pages long. This 

source packet included the vocabulary terms for one source, but no other modifications. One of 
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the first modifications made to the sources was actually a team effort. On the second day, Ms. 

Dae developed an adapted source packet for the PLT that included both the original source and a 

Rewordify.com version that modified text to a lower reading level. The second version of the 

source packet was 25 pages long and include both the original and modified text. Both Ms. 

Warren and Ms. Green modified the sources again on the third day to shorten them because it 

was taking too long for students to read the original and modified versions. Students were getting 

fatigued with the amount of reading. Ms. Warren and Ms. Green shared the adapted source 

packet with the entire PLT. This modification greatly sped up the time it took all of the classes to 

complete the third and fourth formative performance tasks, because it greatly reduced the amount 

of text students were reading. The shorter sources used for this portion of the inquiry reduced the 

time it took students to complete each supporting question compared to the second supporting 

question.  

After these initial team modifications to the soruces, teachers began to do thing 

differently. For example, in one task students were to gather evidence on the motives of the 

Crusades from three different versions of the same speech by Pope Urban II. Ms. Warren noted 

that her honors level students worked quickly through and seemed to enjoy the three sources, but 

her regular world history students needed a modification. She felt like her world history students, 

“didn’t need that much” reading, and certainly not all three versions of the same speech. Ms. Dae 

noted that it was good to have three different versions of a source to notice bias, but that the 

focus of using the source should have been to compare and contrast those versions. Ms. Dae 

explained that she had to cut the first and second version of the speech because her students 

would tell her, “I don’t want to do this anymore.” 
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Another change to how the sources were used by individual teachers involved how Ms. 

Warren used the sources for third and fourth supporting questions. Ms. Warren combined the 

sources for the two questions. She made the adjustment because students were not able to find 

evidence to fully complete the third formative performance task just using the sources originally 

intended for that question.  

Ms. Dae modified how students read the sources for the last supporting question because 

of limited time available for the related task. Students were assigned one source to read and 

summarize for homework. The next day, students were given a few minutes to review their 

assigned source and then Ms. Dae facilitated a class discussion on the sources before students 

individually re-read all four sources. Ms. Dae also asked students to research a modern event 

comparable to the Crusades as a way to find additional sources to support their argument. Ms. 

Dae believed that the shortened length of the sources and her modified pedagogy helped her 

students gather evidence needed to make a claim.  

Adjustments for honors level. The pedagogical adjustments made for honors level 

world history students were different than those made for the students in the regular world 

history classes. Ms. Kagel made considerable pedagogical adjustments for her honors class 

during the first two days. On the first day, she used a warm-up activity that the PLT created for 

each marking period and then gave notes on the Crusades. She started the activities from the 

inquiry blueprint thirty-three minutes into the class and only got through the second source for 

the first supporting question. That put her behind the rest of the PLT. On the second day, she 

completed the warmup activity and students watched a video about the Crusades. She started the 

inquiry activities forty-four minutes into the class that day.  
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Making these adjustments meant that seventy-seven minutes of the first two days was 

spent on assignments that were not jointly planned by the PLT. These additions to the inquiry 

resulted in Ms. Kagel adding a fourth day to the inquiry. Ms. Kagel explained to her class that, 

“It’s sometimes difficult for teachers to teach something new,” and she mentioned that the IDM 

is “not something you are used to.” She asked her class to, “think back to previous social studies 

classes. Have you ever done anything like this?” The class responded with a unified “No.” Ms. 

Kagel made a decision to show the class the video to break up the day so her students did not 

spend ninety minutes reading sources from the inquiry.  

Ms. Kagel allowed more independence with her honors class than she or the other 

members of the PLT allowed for their regular world history classes. She explained the overall 

assignment for each supporting question and then let her students work in pairs to complete the 

tasks. She did not stop the class after each source to check for understanding, instead waiting 

until the class read all the sources for that supporting question. Ms. Kagel had her honors class 

use the T-chart they made as part of the second formative tasks to write a summary based on a 

claim they made about three specific motives for the Crusades. This was more work than what 

the teachers required of the regular world history students. The honors students were given the 

sources in large packets instead of in small sections. This meant that the honors students had to 

manage their time and keep working in pairs. Students were given the last 15 minutes of the class 

to summarize what they had learned and then finish the summative performance task of writing 

the essay for homework that evening. The changes made while teaching the honors level students 

allowed for more autonomy for the students, and Ms. Kagel gave her students much less 

direction and scaffolding to support their understanding while teaching the inquiry.  
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Encouraging Student Engagement 

Even though the PLT co-planned the inquiry, there were differences in how the teachers 

used student-centered pedagogical strategies to fully engage their classes, whereas in the teacher-

led activities, students were provided information and guided by the teacher. All of the teachers 

used both student-centered pedagogies and teacher-led approaches at different points during the 

inquiry. Two sub-findings related emerged; (a) the teachers’ decisions about how much teacher-

led pedagogy to use reflected their judgments about students’ abilities and their own experience 

teaching, and (b) student-centered pedagogical strategies increased student engagement during 

the inquiry and promoted independence. 

Considerations for teacher-led pedagogy. When deciding whether to use teacher-led 

pedagogies, the teachers sought to compensate for students’ lack of background knowledge. At 

the start of the inquiry, Ms. Kagel gave students twenty minutes of notes as an introduction to the 

Crusades. This was not a planned part of the inquiry, but something she thought was needed to 

prepare students for the inquiry tasks. In other instances, teachers carefully guided students 

through source work or presented content through videos or teacher explanations to compensate 

for what the teachers’ viewed as a lack of background knowledge on the part of the students.  

In other instances, teachers used more teacher-led pedagogies because they perceived a 

lack of willingness on the part of students to inquire and participate in the tasks. Ms. Green went 

into the inquiry thinking her students would be unwilling participants based on previous 

experiences. She explained that when it came to constructing the answers to the questions in the 

inquiry, “we will do all of it together.” She explained that in her first period class there are a lot 

of students with, “writing modifications and stuff and if I give them something to do on their 

own they don't know where to begin.” Her aim in teaching that class was to help “build them all 
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the way up to the end,” so her students could “do that last little part” on their own. During the 

inquiry, she modeled the work she expected from students, explaining her thinking out loud 

and/or writing notes on the board as students copied down what she said and wrote. For the 

paragraph students wrote in response to one formative performance task, Ms. Green led her 

students by writing, “The Christians were fighting for…” on the board and told the class to look 

in the chart that she wrote on the board for the answer. Ms. Warren also provided summaries of 

the sources on the board, which students copied into their notebooks. When given notes to copy, 

both Ms. Green and Ms. Warren’s students tended to use that same evidence in their written 

responses, but despite the conformity in the answers, the teachers felt like their students needed 

this support as a scaffold to complete the task.  

The experience level of the teachers was another factor impacting the amount of teacher-

led pedagogy they used. Ms. Green, the one beginning teacher on the PLT, taught a regular 

world history class where students rarely spoke and instead would silently sit for long periods. 

When students sat silently, Ms. Green often used strategies that the other members on the PLT 

used to engage her class, like providing extended wait time and working in pairs, but she relied 

on more teacher-led pedagogy for that class. The students did not participate in teacher-led 

discussion. Instead, students were simply silent, even after wait times of more than ten-seconds 

on at least two occasions. Ms. Green said that her class was, “going to be more of me doing it 

along with them because they need a lot more support from me, and, also, they are silent.” 

Although the same sources and tasks were used by every member of the PLT, there were 

differences in the specific pedagogical strategies and tools teachers used. The more teacher-led 

strategies tended to align with lower student engagement in the task and activities.  
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Ms. Kagel emphasized the importance of building student skills as a way to reduce the 

amount of teacher-led pedagogy required during the inquiry. She specifically mentioned that her 

students needed to know how to summarize sources and know how to write claims using the 

information from the sources. When students could not summarize the content of the sources, 

Ms. Kagel took a more direct role in the pedagogy. All of the teachers in the PLT recognized that 

the skill level of students was a factor in determining the specific strategies they would use. 

These strategies often differed from what they originally planned. As a first-year teacher, Ms. 

Green primarily used teacher-led pedagogy to provide students with the information they needed 

to answer the questions despite the fact that she did not plan the inquiry that way. All of the 

teachers agreed that their experiences teaching the inquiry could be a roadmap for how to 

prepare students in the future so they would need less teacher-led pedagogy.  

Student-centered pedagogy. Despite their reliance on teacher-led pedagogy, all the 

teachers in the PLT also use student-centered approaches. These approaches included (a) the 

extensive use of questions to support students’ independent understanding of what they learned; 

(b) arrangement of students in pairs to allow for collaboration; and (c) specific strategies to 

engage students with the content. 

Using questions to promote independence. To varying degrees, the PLT used the 

supporting questions in the inquiry to explicitly frame the formative performance tasks to 

encourage student independence as they completed the tasks. Ms. Kagel and Ms. Dae were most 

deliberate in stating the supporting questions as a frame for why students were reading the 

sources and completing the tasks. Ms. Green did not specifically state the compelling question at 

the beginning of the inquiry and was not as deliberate in emphasizing the supporting questions 
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throughout the inquiry. However, the compelling and supporting questions provided all the 

teachers with a way to de-center themselves and focus more on the students and their work.   

Ms. Kagel deliberately restated the compelling and supporting questions early and often 

during the inquiry. This was the second time that she taught an inquiry using compelling and 

supporting questions, which made a difference in how she used the questions throughout the 

inquiry. At the very beginning of the inquiry, she introduced the compelling question and 

discussed with her students how it seemed to be a question with a dichotomous yes/no answer. 

The class regularly engaged each supporting question throughout the inquiry. Ms. Kagel framed 

the inquiry and the compelling question on the first day by asking students, “Based on what you 

know right now, can you confidently answer [the compelling] question?” When her students 

hesitated to answer, Ms. Kagel was able to introduce the sources they would use to formulate 

their argument. She very deliberately explained the entire structure of the inquiry using the 

compelling and supporting questions.  Ms. Kagel’s decision to specifically state and highlight the 

compelling and supporting questions, especially at the very beginning of the inquiry, was more 

explicit than the other teachers, and helped her establish self-direction in her students. Likewise, 

Ms. Dae explained how she used teacher-led strategies to shift the focus to her students. 

I think that's what I am trying to be very intentional about them asking questions 

or just looking at the documents and then being able to discuss without me 

feeding it to them, because I feed them very often. So, I’m trying to be intentional 

with getting them be more vocal, and the idea is to make students more vocal, 

more student driven. 

The teachers believed that the inquiry design aligned with student-centered pedagogies. 

Ms. Dae explained that the inquiry allowed students to have the sources “in their hands, they all 
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get to look at it, they all can kind of move at their own pace if they want.” She went on to explain 

her hopes with regards to getting students to think. In prior units, where the team used primary 

sources, it seemed like the teachers were, “leading it way more” according to Ms. Dae, and she 

continued, “that the IDM, this new unit, will help them lead it and have more conversations and 

they’re more invested.” That way as a teacher, she didn’t feel like they were “spoon-feeding” 

everything as students analyzed the sources to find the answers to the questions. One of the 

things that she enjoyed the most about teaching the inquiry was that students could pick different 

sides and defend it, “they're not all doing the same thing.” Ms. Dae wanted students to build their 

own understanding and defend what they were arguing which helped to shape some of the 

individual pedagogical strategies she used while teaching the inquiry.  

Ms. Dae’s use of questioning was, in fact, extensive and far more robust than the other 

teachers. In the first twenty-one-minutes of the inquiry in her class, students responded 22 times 

to questions she asked, and four-minutes into the inquiry 100% of her students were writing 

responses to the staging the question section. Ms. Dae built on that early engagement as students 

worked in pairs to find evidence from the sources later in the inquiry to construct their own 

answers to the supporting questions. Ms. Dae led class discussions where she questioned 

students who shared different evidence they collected. Her students demonstrated more 

independent thinking on this activity than the students in classes where they just copied notes 

from the board.  

Using pairs to engage students. The teachers in the PLT also facilitated student-centered 

pedagogy by grouping students in pairs. All four teachers used student partners at some point in 

the inquiry. Working with a partner energized students, especially on days where there was a lot 

of reading and students’ stamina waned. Ms. Green asked students to find a partner to read and 
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analyze one source for the second supporting question about the Muslim perspective for the 

motives of the Crusades. Four-minutes into the reading, 83% of students were reading with their 

partner, which was much higher than some of the teacher-led activities where Ms. Green 

answered her own questions as she wrote notes on the board for students to copy. The on-task 

time students spent with partners was important, but equally important was how partners 

supported each other as they read longer reading passages. Collaboration proved to be an 

important skill that was central to success in the inquiry.  

Strategies to re-engaging students. Given the complexity of the inquiry, teachers 

carefully monitored students’ engagement while completing tasks and they adjusted accordingly 

to re-engage students through student-centered pedagogies. Using the original and first revision 

of the sources from Rewordify.com, Ms. Warren realized that her students were getting fatigued 

with all the reading. Her students read two-and-a-half pages of sources on the first day and five 

pages on the second day. Fatigue was setting in among students. 

To accommodate the fatigue, Ms. Warren had her students take short breaks before 

reading each source. She acknowledged to her students that the first day was a “reading 

marathon,” and by taking short breaks that were less than a minute her class completed more of 

the supporting questions than any of the other classes, and they were able to stay engaged in the 

tasks. Periodic student engagement scans were conducted to determine the percentage of students 

who were showing signs of being engaged in the tasks. Seventy-two minutes into the reading 

marathon for Ms. Warren’s class, 84% of her world history class was on task. That compared to 

95% of her students who were on task during the staging the question exercise and 58% who 

were during the video on the Crusades. Resetting students’ engagement by taking structured 

breaks allowed students to maintain focus while reading.  
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Ms. Warren’s class offered a good example for how the teachers managed student 

engagement. Most days Ms. Warren’s class ebbed and flowed in terms of the engagement. On 

one day during the inquiry, she prompted her students to take what she referred to as “deep 

breaths” twenty minutes into the class. Fifty-six minutes into the class, her students began talking 

more, but she kept moving to the next activity. Sixty-four minutes into the class, all of her 

students were focused on completing the task, even though some students were active according 

to Ms. Warren. By the end of the second day of what Ms. Warren called the “reading marathon,” 

it was evident that her class did not have the reading stamina to continue another day. That 

prompted Ms. Warren to work with Ms. Green to modify the sources and change the summative 

performance task on the third day.  

Ms. Dae took a different approach to keeping students engaged. She used a strategy 

called the line-up. In this strategy, the entire class lined up in the hallway to form new partners. 

Even though she did this twice, the reasons for each line-up were different. On the second day, 

the lineup was to spark some energy when they were not responding and answering questions up 

to her expectations. The second line-up was planned to help students find a reading partner 

because the lesson that day involved so much reading.  

Twenty-five minutes into the second day of the inquiry, Ms. Dae asked students to share 

what they had written for the first formative performance task. When no one volunteered, she 

had the class walk outside to talk to them and reorganize the student pairs. Her expectation was 

that students would be actively involved in the discussion, and they were not. Later in the class, 

at the sixty-five-minute mark, 100% of students were reading with their partner and at the eighty-

three-minute mark 89% of students were completing the T-chart associated with the second 

formative assessment task. This high level of engagement suggested that Ms. Dae’s strategy was 
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useful. The next day, Ms. Dae had her students bring their documents, the workbook, pencil, and 

a highlighter into the hall to form new partners. While reading with these new partners, 100% of 

students were highlighting or writing. Throughout the entire inquiry, the teachers used different 

pedagogical strategies in order to increase student engagement. Those pedagogical strategies 

impacted the student engagement in the activities and minimized the amount of teacher-led 

pedagogy they had to use.  

Comparing strategies to engage students. The teachers each used unique pedagogical 

strategies to encourage student engagement. For example, when using the 11-minute long TED 

Ed Crash Course Video, Ms. Kagel showed the video to her honors class at the very end of the 

first day. Two-minutes into watching the video, 97% of her students were engaged, and at the 

four-minute mark 100% of her students were engaged. Seven-minutes into the video, Ms. Kagel 

paused the video to review the questions answered so far with students orally reviewing the 

answers from the video. Her honors level class did not need much teacher direction to complete 

this task. 

However, the regular world history classes taught by the other three teachers in the PLT 

required different pedagogical strategies in order to engage students at a high level. Just 

watching the video as a class resulted in limited engagement. The teachers became more active 

and used more teacher-led directions as students watched the video and answered related 

questions. Ms. Warren showed her class the video about halfway through the first day. She let 

the video play straight through and only 58% of students were watching the video just a few 

minutes into it. As a result, Ms. Warren shifted students to a teacher-led discussion, and provided 

students with notes to support them answering questions about the video content. Ms. Green also 

showed the video on the first day. In fact, her students watched the video twice. There were 
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100% of students watching the video at the two-minute mark, 76% watching at the five-minute 

mark, and 58% at the end. When students watched the video the second time, there were between 

53-58% of students were watching the video. After watching the video the second time, Ms. 

Green led the class in answering questions on the video. Of the six questions on the video, Ms. 

Green answered five of them, writing the answers on the board. Students copied the answers 

from the board but did not participate orally in answering the questions. This process did not 

allow Ms. Green to formatively check to make sure students independently had the information 

they needed to complete the task, but students were able to get the needed information from her 

notes.  

In contrast to the other two regular world history classes observed, Ms. Dae used 

different pedagogical strategies to minimize how teacher-led she was in helping students 

complete the task at the end of the video. All of Ms. Dae’s students were watching the video at 

two points where data on engagement was collected. She used a unique process to support 

students where they silently read the six questions for one-minute before starting the video. Ms. 

Dae then turned on the closed captioning for the video because the narrator “talked too fast,” and 

she wanted students to also read what they heard. Early on, Ms. Dae also paused the video and 

discussed what was covered up to that point. Students then independently watched the video a 

second time. This allowed Ms. Dae to walk around to help students as they independently 

answered the questions for the formative performance task.  

The different pedagogical strategies teachers used had equally different effects on student 

engagement, but ultimately all students answered the six questions on the video and completed 

the required paragraph. The teachers did agree to teach the same content during this inquiry, but 

they did not specifically discuss the pedagogical strategies they would use, nor did they 
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deliberately plan how they would explain the structure of the IDM to the students. This lack of 

joint planning impacted how independent their students were and how much student-centered 

pedagogy was used. The more student-centered activities encouraged student engagement during 

the inquiry.  

Skills Students Need in Order to Inquire 

The teachers realized after they started teaching the inquiry that students needed certain 

skills to fully engage in the inquiry. When Ms. Kagel reflected on these skills, she explained, “I 

think I expected them to know these basic skills and they didn’t. I think that was the big thing 

throughout the teaching process.” She wondered out loud, “How much better could this have 

been if I knew that they were lacking these skills and I could’ve prepped them before it.” She 

concluded with, “I think we could’ve gone into much deeper conversations.” 

Ms. Kagel explained that the skills students needed to complete an inquiry were different 

than the skills her honors students normally used in finding “the right answer.” She mentioned 

the importance of students realizing “that history is not black and white as they have been led to 

believe.” Ms. Kagel acknowledged that she “didn’t know what I needed to scaffold so I didn’t 

realize the skills that they were lacking,” but that learning those skills during and even after the 

inquiry is going to “lead to some good conversations through the rest of the semester.” 

The teachers knew the importance of inquiry skills, but they did not plan deliberately to 

support students’ deficits in these areas.  In contrast, teachers did plan for student collaboration, 

setting up their classrooms to facilitate collaborative learning and encouraging engaged 

regularly.  

Inquiry skills. Working with sources in an inquiry is an unnatural, expert act that 

requires unique skills (Lee & Swan, 2013). These teachers recognized the importance of inquiry 
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skills as the core skills students needed in order to fully comprehend the inquiry, and they 

provided varying scaffolds for students to apply inquiry skills. The teachers included tasks and 

sources that required a wide range of inquiry skills including, reading, summarizing, and writing.  

Reading. Many of these texts used in the inquiry were above the reading level of regular 

world history students. The sources for the inquiry were mostly historical, meaning that they 

were drawn from primary sources from a specific time period. Most of the sources were also 

text-based and, in total, quite long. In general, students struggled to maintain focus and lacked 

the stamina to make it through the longest of those sources. The collection of sources distributed 

on the first day of the inquiry was 14-pages long including a vocabulary bank. In response to 

students struggling to read all the text, the teachers modified the sources twice. The first 

modification was for readability and involved teachers adding the Rewordify.com version to the 

original set of sources. This essentially doubled the length of those sources, because the PLT 

kept the original sources and left students with a lot more to read.  

The second modification was on the third day when Ms. Warren and Ms. Green 

shortened the remaining number of pages from fourteen pages to four by drastically cutting text. 

Ms. Green explained that it was “easier to change the length than to change the readability,” 

because students kept getting lost when the translation in the Rewordify.com version did not 

translate in a clean manner. For example, Rewordify.com changed Pope Urban II to “city-based” 

and it changed “remission of all their sins” to “temporarily free of disease of all their sins.” Ms. 

Dae mentioned that she should have caught those errors, but because modifications were made 

during the evening after the first day, there was little time to double-check it.  

Ms. Dae explained that she valued the reading and writing they planned, but her students 

“don’t always have the endurance,” to read as much as what was planned. Ms. Green reflected 
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that students were “all over the place with their abilities to read and analyze.” Ms. Kagel 

continued that the PLT realized the impact as well saying that they, “hit them with huge 

documents,” and their students, “didn’t have the reading stamina,” for all the sources. 

Ms. Warren explained that she had, “never tried to teach the reading stamina piece 

before,” but it was something that became important while teaching the inquiry. Ms. Dae 

realized that she had hoped her students had a little more “endurance with the documents,” so 

they could read a little more, and Ms. Kagel clarified that some of the issues with teaching the 

inquiry went to, “reading stamina because if we give them something more than two sentences 

and they flounder.” Having the experience of teaching the inquiry allowed Ms. Warren to reflect 

that she was, “really glad that we modified the documents and I think if I would teach it again, I 

would either choose different documents or modify them further.” The process of modifying the 

sources helped the students move more quickly through the text, but it proved to be difficult for 

the teachers, as well, to “keep modifying every day.” Ultimately, these lessons learned while 

teaching the inquiry made the teachers more aware of what they would need to do to prepare 

sources for students when planning their next inquiry. 

Summarizing. The ability to accurately summarize a source was key to helping students 

gather the most appropriate evidence to support their argument in answering the compelling and 

supporting questions. Ms. Kagel explained that her students could, “tell us what it means to 

summarize, but they don’t know what it looks like. That was a big, big skill that was missing. If 

we would have addressed that beforehand it would have made things go smoother.” Ms. Dae 

realized it was important to state the more content-focused supporting question regularly and 

then have her students “only highlight what is important to answer the question” from the 

sources. However, while teaching the inquiry, Ms. Kagel and the other teachers discovered that 
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they had to teach their students how to summarize, and “that doesn’t mean just copying word for 

word.”  

The ability to accurately summarize a source was a skill Ms. Kagel realized was 

important to help her students “make a claim and back it up with evidence.” When working with 

one source, Ms. Kagel asked her honors class to “explain it to your sister at home” in order to 

frame her expectations for the final output for their summary. She explained that the concept of 

establishing a thesis and backing it up with evidence was a “very foreign concept,” to her 

students, and that as their teachers they had to remember that, “those are skills that we need to 

teach in all of our social studies classes.” 

Writing. Writing also took center stage during the inquiry as each of the formative tasks 

asked students to write a paragraph responding to the supporting question. The teachers, in the 

words of Ms. Warren, recognized that students had to “navigate primary sources by themselves” 

while “sourcing and questioning and contextualizing and corroborating where the information 

comes from.” During the inquiry, students gathered the information that was represented through 

their writing. Ms. Dae reflected that the way her students were expected to use sources to gather 

information, then talk about it, and then place it in perspective was, “a little bit more higher order 

if you think about it.” Instead of students simply taking content from a teacher at face value, the 

inquiry required them to analyze sources that provided information that students then presented 

in written form. Students gathered information from the sources and wrote responses to the tasks 

in their student workbooks. The PLT designed these workbooks to support that work.  

As the students worked through the first two supporting questions, the teachers noticed 

the challenges their regular world history classes faced when writing. Ms. Dae reflected further 

that, “their writing was a little taxing to them,” and that prompted the teachers in the PLT to 
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modify and change several of the writing tasks during the inquiry. Ms. Kagel explained that 

while teaching the inquiry, they were “just figuring out what’s the best method,” of teaching 

writing because, “that skill is extremely lacking.” The lack of writing skills meant that teaching 

the inquiry took, “more time,” and required modifications later in the teaching stage of the 

inquiry.  

Ms. Warren used a scaffold called R.A.C.E. to help students write evidence-based 

arguments rather than opinions. The R.A.C.E. acronym stood for Restate, Answer, Cite, Explain 

and was regularly used by teachers in the school. Ms. Warren walked students through the 

R.A.C.E. scaffold during the first day and had considerable success with 95% of her students 

completing the task. But, not all of the teachers used a writing scaffold. Ms. Dae recognized that 

she needed to learn and use the R.A.C.E. scaffold in future units to help support students with 

their writing skills.  

Crafting arguments. Crafting arguments involved students moving from opinion and 

explanation in their writing to evidence-based positions in response to the compelling question. 

Ms. Kagel explained that one of the biggest issues for her honors class was, “getting them to 

actually think critically on their own rather than to put what they are supposed to put,” according 

to what the teacher thought was the right answer. This skill involved students being able to, “ask 

questions and participate,” in a more informed way, according to Ms. Green. It also involved 

what Ms. Warren described as getting students to, “open their want of exploration, getting them 

excited, and getting them to want to look through the documents and to want to figure out what’s 

going on. I think that relating it to their personal lives is gonna be a big part of that.” 

One of the critical parts of crafting arguments was having students provide evidence to 

support claims in their arguments. Ms. Dae explained her hope that, “students fall on different 
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sides of the question through the IDM and that they would be able to defend it with evidence and 

use their resources, not their opinion.” She further elaborated that, “I hope that they would just 

open their minds towards to more questioning and being more open to the documents.”  This 

skill involved students, “quoting the documents,” and, “making a valid argument based off of 

facts,” to support their answer according to Ms. Dae. Ms. Warren further explained, 

I'm really hopeful that we can get the students to question because I feel like I spent high 

school and college trying to understand why or asking why a lot and I feel like because 

these students have the internet in their pocket, they walk around feeling like they have 

the answers and while they might have access to the answers, they don’t exactly know 

how to go about finding them. 

Ms. Warren reflected a great deal about the importance of questioning, even thinking 

about how she learned as a student. She hoped that the inquiry would help her students, “cement 

how to find, how to source, how to corroborate and how to answer questions when there’s not a 

right or wrong answer.” That was a skill that many of the teachers in the PLT recognized did not 

come easy to students in the current high-stakes testing environment. Ms. Kagel explained that 

the inquiry, “allowed us to have more discussions rather than okay here’s what you need to 

know, do your study guide, here’s your tests.”  

Addressing the counter-argument was also something that students needed to do as they 

crafted their own arguments. When planning the inquiry, Ms. Dae mentioned watching another 

history teacher and commented on her ability to support students in acknowledging the opposing 

side of an argument. The teachers wanted students to present counter-arguments during the 

inquiry. Ms. Dae explained that students had “to be able to address the other perspectives.” She 

acknowledged that was a skill set they needed to teach because if “they can argue, they have to 
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be able to defend their side, but also acknowledge what the opposition would say.” Ms. Green 

was a little hesitant because she thought her students might feel that addressing the opposing side 

would diminish their own evidence. Ms. Warren addressed the notion of informed argumentation 

during her summative performance task when she asked students to specifically address the 

opposite side of their argument to the compelling question on the back of the poster. Only three 

of the nine student groups were able to do that in their arguments, so it was a skill that needed to 

be more specifically taught during the inquiry in order for students to use. 

Student collaboration. Every teacher in the PLT set students up to work in pairs during 

the inquiry. Ms. Kagel, Dae, and Warren used partners almost the entire time, and each teacher 

had their own reasons for setting up the students in pairs. Ms. Dae felt that her students, “dug it 

because they got to work in partners,” and it was good for her as a teacher because she, “didn’t 

want it to just be me and them.” Ms. Warren reflected that the inquiry, “really encouraged 

teamwork,” which was important for her.  

Ms. Kagel only printed enough student source packets for each pair to share, so her 

students had to collaborate. She stated that she was not sure she was going to like the seating 

arrangement, “for classroom management purposes but it’s been really good for conversations.” 

It allowed students to talk with a partner to discuss what they were learning before having to ask 

Ms. Kagel a question. One of the “biggest lightbulb moments” that Ms. Kagel described came 

from a conversation between two girls who were able to discuss a source on the motives of the 

Byzantine Emperor and the Pope. The pair was comfortable with each other and, “weren’t afraid 

of looking stupid in front of each other,” or other members of their table. She elaborated that 

using partners to talk through things they did not understand in the source helped students, “not 

feel intimidated by the material,” because they were working with a partner.  
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There were different ways the student collaboration was set up and used as the different 

teachers taught the inquiry. Ms. Dae specifically reviewed partner expectations for students when 

collaborating with a partner. Not only were students engaged with another student during the 

inquiry, but expectations to remain engaged were specifically stated.  

Student collaboration proved to be more engaging on the first day when they were 

working with partners than when working independently. Ms. Green’s class was a good example 

of this dichotomy. Unlike other times during the inquiry, where students quickly disengaged 

when working as individuals, all of her students were on task when working in pairs. The level 

of independent engagement differed greatly from the independent work where students struggled 

answering questions. In that instance, Ms. Green answered almost every question herself. 

Students collaborating as pairs had a positive impact on student engagement when compared to 

working as individuals and that continued throughout the inquiry. 

Even though the PLT co-planned this inquiry, the pedagogical strategies they used to 

teach the same content varied greatly. The teachers had different motives and reasons for 

different strategies to teach the inquiry. Most of these strategies were tied to the particular needs 

of the students in their classes and the existing skills students possessed. The pedagogical 

strategies the teachers used positively impacted student engagement as well as the quality of the 

products used to assess student understanding in the assessment stage of the inquiry. The 

teachers acknowledged that they made several modifications in the moment while teaching the 

inquiry, while also acknowledging that they would do things differently when teaching the 

inquiry next semester.  
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Assessing Learning during an Inquiry 

Assessment was a critical part of the inquiry lesson examined in this research. The 

teachers in the PLT planned to assess student understanding through daily formative tasks as 

well as a summative performance task that took place at the end of the inquiry. When teaching 

the inquiry, the PLT made several modifications to the tasks that impacted how student 

understanding was assessed. This section explains how teachers in the PLT assessed student 

understanding in their individual classes when teaching a co-planned inquiry, with a focus on 

how the formative and summative tasks were implemented differently than what was planned 

and how that impacted student understanding.  

Three findings emerged from analysis of the data related to assessment.   

1. Assessment was woven into the teaching process. 

2. Students were able to demonstrate understanding of the causes, motives, and 

purpose of the Crusades through the formative tasks. 

3. There was a considerable range in the quality of students’ arguments emerging 

from the summative performance task because of individual modifications made 

by teachers. 

Assessing While Teaching the Inquiry 

The assessment structure for this inquiry was outlined in the world history Crusades IDM 

blueprint (see Appendix J). This assessment structure included four formative performance tasks 

and one summative performance task where students constructed an argument. The initial plan as 

laid out in the blueprint changed many times as teachers actually taught the inquiry and 

attempted to assess student understanding. While the teachers were generally consistent in terms 

of the sources used, they made individual adjustments to the tasks they taught. They made 
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limited adjustments early on, but modified the tasks in the inquiry as it progressed. The biggest 

change to the inquiry came to the summative performance task.  Only one teacher completed the 

original task where her students wrote arguments in the form of an essay.  

The teachers used a student workbook (see Appendix K) to help students organize their 

work and provide assessment feedback. The workbook included the compelling and supporting 

questions, related tasks, and space to complete the tasks as they were originally planned. The 

workbook included a chart so students could summarize the sources as stipulated in the 

formative tasks, as well as directions for other tasks. The students were comfortable with the 

format of the student workbook because it was similar to what the teachers used to organize 

student work in prior units. The workbooks also made it easier for teachers to provide formative 

feedback to students on a daily basis.  

All four supporting questions included a formative task where students completed a chart 

with summary information about related sources. Initially, the space for the charts in the 

workbook was too small to allow students to write their summaries, but teachers made 

modifications to make it work. Ms. Kagel had her students write the summary of that source on 

the last empty page of the workbook to give students enough room to write. The other teachers 

had students write bulleted information in the small space and that resulted in students limiting 

the information included to only the most important details. That task provided teachers with 

useful information to assess the inquiry. 

Assessing Understanding through Formative Task 

Through their assessments of the formative and summative tasks, the teachers in the PLT 

determined that students were able to demonstrate understanding on the causes, motives, and 

purposes of the Crusades. Two sub-findings emerged related to the teachers’ formative 
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assessments: (a) student-centered pedagogy allowed for more individualized responses on the 

formative tasks; (b) students were not able to clearly compare the Crusades to a modern event. 

Student-centered pedagogy and individual student understanding. The degree to 

which teachers used a student-centered pedagogy impacted the quality of individual student 

work. Students produced higher quality individualized products for the formative tasks when 

teachers used student-centered pedagogy. Students were still able to successfully complete the 

formative tasks when teacher-led pedagogy was used, but the students’ products were mostly just 

a restatement of the notes teachers provided. 

The most common student-centered pedagogy involved students working in pairs to 

construct their understanding about formative tasks. Often, the conversations among students 

enabled them to clarify and deepen their knowledge. Ms. Kagel explained one example when her 

students discussed information from Pope Urban II speeches that influenced what they 

understood about the motives and causes of the Crusades. She explained the conversation two 

students had when they were analyzing the motives of the Crusaders,  

because they started to realize that the Byzantine Emperor was asking for help, not 

because the Muslims didn’t let them go to the sacred sites, but because they were losing 

land, which meant he was losing power. The pope saw this as a way to exert his power 

and influence.  

The students realized that the search for power was a major motivation for going on the 

Crusades. Ms. Kagel quoted the students who said, “They are all just a bunch of power hungry 

liars.” That conversation was evidence for Ms. Kagel that her students understood some of the 

deeper motives of the Crusaders as they completed the task.  
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An analysis of student work showed that the more student-centered the pedagogy, the 

more likely students’ formative task work was a reflection of their own thinking. When students 

were not directly guided during the formative task, their answers and claims were unique. The 

following two examples illustrate this relationship. 

Example #1 . The teachers asked their students to summarize a timeline and video of the 

Crusades as part of the task for the first supporting question. Samples of student work from each 

teacher were analyzed. Both Ms. Warren and Ms. Green provided students’ a sample response 

for the class discussion on the board. Students then used the ideas written on the board when they 

completed the formative performance task. Not surprisingly, students simply copied Ms. 

Warren’s ideas directly. The student work samples from Ms. Green’s class were similarly 

reflective of Ms. Green’s example. Except for one student in Ms. Green’s class, who wrote a 

well-formed paragraph with six pieces of information from the timeline, all the other students 

used the teacher notes as the only information for supporting question one. 

Students in Ms. Dae and Ms. Kagel’s classes had a more student-centered experience 

where they worked in pairs and then participated in a class discussion. Ms. Dae and Ms. Kagel 

did not provide notes on the sources. Four student workbooks were analyzed from Ms. Dae’s 

class.  In all of their work, the four students wrote in their own words. Three of Ms. Dae’s 

students also produced more individualized products. Because these students discussed the 

sources in pairs and did not have notes to copy, the information they wrote in the student 

workbooks was unique. Ms. Kagel’s honors class also worked in pairs and did not take notes. 

Four student workbooks were analyzed. In general the students constructed similar responses, 

but were written in their own words.  



  115 

Based on the analysis of 17 student workbooks, the students who experienced teacher-led 

pedagogy and copy notes produced similar responses. Students who worked in pairs tended to 

put the summaries in their own words. The pedagogical decisions the teachers made while 

teaching the inquiry changed the nature of students’ outputs.  

Example #2. Supporting question three was, “Were the Crusades about religious 

conversation, conquest and trade, or nation building?” By this time in the inquiry, the teachers 

had identified several difficulties in students’ ability to read the sources and their capacity to 

maintain focus in completing the tasks. The sources for the third task were modified twice after 

teachers noticed that students were experiencing fatigue. Four sources were included with this 

task, (a) a Letter from a Crusader; (b) a first-person narrative from a Jewish chronicler of the 

Crusades; (c) a first-person narrative representing a Muslim perspective; and (d) an account of a 

massacre of Jews.  

Student responses again reflected the approach used by teachers. Ms. Green wrote a 

summary of the supporting question on the board. Five student work samples were examined. 

They all used similar words in their responses to the task. The students included information on 

both sides of the question, which made the assessment process efficient for Ms. Green as she was 

simply looking for information from the notes, but made it difficult for her to determine if 

students could make a claim clearly answering the supporting question. Three of the five 

students wrote paragraphs to answer the supporting question on the purpose of the Crusades. One 

student argued that the Crusades were about religious conversion, and she had four pieces of 

information to back up her claim. This was the same student who wrote a well-formed paragraph 

rather than taking notes on the timeline. The other two students offered evidence for both sides 

of the argument. In essence, they copied information from the notes without making a claim. The 
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other two students did not write a paragraph summary. Ms. Green was able to assess if students 

took notes and wrote the paragraph, but she had a limited amount of data to assess if they could 

make a claim supported by information from the sources.  

Ms. Warren also wrote notes on the board about sources for the third supporting question, 

and the student summaries were very similar. Of three student summaries for the first source, all 

the students had the same information in the form of three informational points. For another 

source, there were just minor differences. One student cited that, “the Frenchmen and Germans 

set out for the holy city,” and no other student mentioned it. While students cited at least one 

unique piece of information, overall the students’ summaries were very similar to the notes Ms. 

Warren provided.  

Ms. Dae used a different pedagogical strategy for the third supporting question that 

resulted in more independent student responses. She modeled summarizing the first source with 

the class and had the students work in pairs for the other three sources. In contrast to Ms. Green 

and Ms. Warren’s students, the students’ in Ms. Dae’s class produced summaries that were more 

individualized. Instead of copying notes from the board, her students worked in pairs to develop 

their summaries. Ms. Dae modified the task from a full paragraph to a bulleted list of key 

information from the sources. Most of the students used different information in their summaries 

and structured their work in unique ways. About half of the information included in students’ 

summaries was topically similar, but the wording was different for each student in her class. Ms. 

Dae’s modeling strategy allowed students to independently write their own information from the 

sources to support their claim.  

Like Ms. Dae, Ms. Kagel organized her students to work in pairs, and similarly they 

produced a diverse range of summaries. The formative task for the honors students was to write 
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two paragraphs, one on nation building and the other about religious conversion. Students used 

specific information from sources. For example, one student wrote, “In Source D, it is stated that 

Jews were killed in Rhineland.” Since all of the students used information from the sources, Ms. 

Kagel was able to make distinctions among the quality of student responses.   

The pattern was clear: when teachers used more student-centered pedagogical strategies, 

students constructed more unique summaries, and teachers were able to assess what each student 

understood. As the inquiry progressed, Ms. Green and Ms. Warren shifted to teacher-led 

approaches focused on giving notes. This resulted in students’ producing similar products when 

completing the tasks.  

Lack of clarity on modern comparison. The fourth supporting question focused on 

comparing the Crusades to a modern event. This was the task where students were least 

consistent in demonstrating their understanding. This was the last question planned and the last 

question taught, so time was limited on both the planning and teaching stage of the inquiry. The 

two teachers who took another day to teach the inquiry were better able to assess student 

understanding through the task.  

Supporting question four comparison. The team had the least amount of time to fully 

plan how to teach and assess the final supporting question and formative task work. Four 

secondary sources were used for the formative performance task: (a) an NPR Article; (b) an 

article by Karen Armstrong; (c) the Edict of Expulsion; and (d) a History Today Article. The 

student responses for the final supporting varied greatly depending on the pedagogical strategies 

each teacher used. Ms. Green and Ms. Warren had the most limited student responses, where Ms. 

Dae and Ms. Kagel had more in-depth student responses to assess.  
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Ms. Warren had the least amount of information to assess for the fourth supporting 

question because she modified how students used the sources for that task. When students began 

to struggle with finding evidence for the purpose of the Crusades in the third supporting 

question, Ms. Warren asked her students to read the sources for the fourth supporting question to 

provide more evidence. Students did that, but when it came to completing the task for the fourth 

supporting question, she had students work briefly on a double-bubble graphic organizer and did 

not have students complete a chart nor paragraph as originally planned. The students’ responses 

to the task were analyzed. Of the three students, only one completed items for each bubble in the 

worksheet and the evidence lacked detail, recording words like “expand” “religion” and “power” 

for the three similarities between the Crusades and Holocaust. Their lack of content knowledge 

limited students’ abilities to make a quality comparison between modern events and the 

Crusades.  

Similar to Ms. Warren, Ms. Green provided students with notes when teaching formative 

task four, which resulted in students writing almost the same thing, verbatim, for the summary 

and for the double-bubble graphic organizer. Although her students wrote almost the exact same 

things in the formative performance task, they were able to use that evidence when creating their 

posters for the summative performance task.  

Among the three regular world history teachers, Ms. Dae modified the pedagogy she used 

for the fourth supporting question the most and the evidence students collected in the double-

bubble map reflected that modification. Students copied some information that Ms. Dae provided 

related to the four sources. But then, Ms. Dae allowed students 15 minutes to independently 

research one of three modern events to compare to the Crusades. Four of the six sample student 

responses focused on comparing the Crusades to the 6-day War, one focused on the Spanish 
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Reconquista, and one on Myanmar. The students were able to include information from their 

research as evidence for their work. This meant that she was able to individually determine if 

students understood the similarities and differences between the Crusades and a modern event.  

Ms. Kagel had her honors class complete the task for the fourth supporting question as 

homework after getting started on it in class. Students read each source with their partner and 

then individually wrote a paragraph and completed the double-bubble graphic organizer. Three 

of the four students completed the comparison in the double-bubble graphic organizer with the 

Spanish Reconquista and the fourth student did not complete it. 

Even though students were able to write down some evidence for the fourth supporting 

question, what they wrote and the quality of the product they were able to write varied greatly 

based on how the teacher taught the supporting question to the class. The lack of evidence 

collected during the formative task for the fourth supporting question was demonstrated in the 

lack of evidence students used to answer the compelling question in the summative performance 

task.  

Wide Range in the Summative Performance Task 

There was a considerable range in the quality of student products across the summative 

performance task because of the individual modifications made by teachers. The summative 

performance task was designed as a way for students to synthesize all the evidence they gathered 

from the supporting questions into an organized argument. The summative performance task was 

worded this way: 

Based on the information found in each source, and your knowledge of world 

history, explain the causes and the true motives of the Crusades. Create essay with 

an argument that either defends or dispels the statement that the Crusades have 
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ended. Write this argument with the ability to acknowledge your perspective but 

also the opposing side. 

While teaching the inquiry, it became evident to three of the four teachers that they had to 

modify the summative performance task from a written essay to a poster based on the writing 

fatigue from the formative performance tasks. Ms. Warren explained that her students “were 

struggling with writing stamina.” Ms. Dae also explained that all the reading and writing was the 

biggest challenge and it was “a little taxing” to her students. The pedagogical decision to switch 

the summative performance task to a poster was made in response to what the teachers observed 

at the end of the second day. Given the limited amount of time to prepare, a scoring rubric was 

not fully planned out. Ms. Green had her create a poster on a legal-size sheet of white paper, and 

Ms. Warren had groups of students work together to create a poster on yellow bulletin board 

paper. Ms. Dae had students originally complete a complete rough draft of their poster on a 

regular sheet of paper with the intent to transfer it to post-it sticky charts, but the final drafts 

were never completed by students. Ms. Kagel’s honors level class was still given the essay to 

write as their task. Samples of summative performance task for each teacher are found in 

Appendix O, P, Q and R.  The decision the teachers made to change the summative performance 

task from an essay to a poster impacted what they were able to assess. 

 Samples of student work on the summative performance task were analyzed for this study 

(See Appendix O, P, Q, R). Teachers grouped the work samples based on the students’ grade 

into: High, Medium, and Low. High students had an A to B+ average, Medium had a B to C- 

average, and Low had a D or F average in world history.  

A more complex summative task for honors. The honors level students were given a 

more complex summative performance task with less support and were able to demonstrate their 
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understanding of the compelling question. Ms. Kagel was the only teacher who had students 

complete the original summative task in the form of an essay. However, because of time, she had 

her honors students complete the essay for homework. Of the four student essays that were 

analyzed (See Appendix O), three of them included well-formed arguments, with evidence from 

the sources. For example, two of the essays cited the source where President Bush called the War 

on Terror a “Crusade.” Another student specifically cited the Muslim Memoirs source from the 

second supporting question and the reasons she felt the Crusaders were motivated by taking land, 

especially Jerusalem. In those four sample papers (see Appendix O), three students argued that 

the Crusades did not end and one argued that it did end. All four papers cited specific evidence 

from the sources to support their argument. The essays analyzed for this study showed that 

honors level students demonstrated their understanding of the compelling question and included 

evidence to support their argument. 

Forgetting the compelling question. Ms. Green and Ms. Dae were both able to have 

students focus on providing evidence for each supporting question on their poster, but none of 

their students answered the compelling question on the summative performance task. For the 

summative performance task, Ms. Green asked students to make a “poster on the Crusades.” She 

specifically mentioned adding information from the sources to the poster related to the causes 

and motives of the Crusades, and then to compare it to a modern event. She wrote those phrases 

on the board, but the modification from the essay to the poster meant that students did not have a 

written rubric or a clear, formalized process of what was expected. As a result, none of the 

students answered the compelling question. Afterwards, Ms. Green reflected on these 

limiatations. 
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With the posters, I should have given a little more direction with them. We were 

like rushing at the end. They drew some pictures and it made colorful but I should 

have been more clear or maybe had an example for them that I think would have 

made a better. 

Six sample student posters from Ms. Green’s class were analyzed (See Appendix P). Of 

those six products, four of the six included sections related to the supporting questions, such as 

“Motives of different groups” or “Religion conversion.” Students from each category of high, 

medium, and low were able to address each of the supporting questions in their poster, but not all 

students were able to produce quality work. One student simply drew a picture of the religious 

symbol for Jews, Christians, and Muslims with nothing else on it. One student listed random 

evidence about the Crusades.  

Ms. Green’s students did not include enough information on the posters to assess their 

understanding.  She said that her students included information from the sources on their posters 

and drew pictures, but “they didn’t make the connections between the different things. That is 

partially my fault and partly time.” The PLT did not have the time to fully plan the summative 

performance task to be a poster and the final products produced by students lacked what the 

teachers needed to assess.  

Ms. Dae also modified the final task to a poster and like Ms. Green, she provided her 

students with modified directions and limited criteria for creating their posters. Like Ms. Green, 

she was also able to fully assess student understanding of the supporting questions, but none of 

her students answered the compelling question.  

Ms. Dae had students work as individuals on the poster and she provided five criteria for 

making the poster. Ms. Dae explained that the posters needed a title, the causes, the motives of 
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the combatants, an indication if it was for religious conversion or nation building, and a 

requirement to compare it to either the War on Terror or Spanish Reconquista. Ms. Dae’s 

students included evidence from the supporting question sources in all six posters (see Appendix 

Q). However, the posters did not answer the compelling question.  

Three of the six sample posters for Ms. Dae’s class were organized into four categories 

based on the supporting task (See Appendix Q). On two of those posters, students outlined the 

causes of the Crusades, the motives of the combatants, the purpose of the Crusades, and 

compared them to a modern event. Students included specific evidence from the sources and 

their summaries. One student wrote the following on their poster, “The Crusades was nation 

building or a conquest because the Crusaders wanted more money, power, and land.” Another 

poster listed that “Fighting in a Crusade would give you forgiveness of sins,” which was one of 

the specific items listed from the source in the first supporting question. All four posters 

described evidence from the sources, but one missing piece was the lack of a clear answer to the 

compelling question. Even though Ms. Dae specifically mentioned the compelling question when 

she described the directions for the poster, there was no written rubric, nor expectations to 

remind students to answer that question, so no poster addressed if the Crusades ended or not. 

Because the summative task was changed during the teaching stage of the inquiry, the teachers 

did not have time to fully think through that change. Ms. Dae reflected at the last PLT meeting 

that she wished she would have had her students complete the written task. “It’s just like I 

brushed off that essay and I shouldn’t have,” she explained. 

The changes Ms. Dae and Ms. Green made to the summative performance task greatly 

impacted what they were able to assess. They changed the summative performance task to a 

poster because of the challenges they observed while teaching the inquiry, even though both later 
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shared concerns with that decision. Students were able to include information in the poster based 

on the formative performance tasks, but the quality of work was not what the teachers expected.  

A creative lack of evidence. The amount of writing the teachers planned for the 

formative performance assessments impacted the decisions they made in the summative 

performance task. In reflecting back on the tasks for the entire inquiry, Ms. Warren explained 

that she would have incrementally increased the amount of writing in the tasks and had her 

students do, “less writing in the beginning and kind of buildup to writing the essay at the end.” 

Because of the writing fatigue in her world history classes, Ms. Warren changed the summative 

performance task to a poster, but the poster lacked clear evidence to support students’ argument. 

It was creative but lacked evidence.  

Ms. Warren organized her students for the summative performance task in a unique way 

compared to the other members of the PLT. She allowed students to work in pairs or trios to 

create a poster for the summative task. She explained that the first decision the group had to 

make was, “Did the Crusades end or not?” A student asked if, “it could be either way?” and after 

affirming that it could, Ms. Warren, explained that they had to state their argument and draw 

figures that proved it. She mentioned later that her students “were having a really hard time 

making connections because I don’t know if they had the background of anything else to connect 

it to.” Most students’ posters focused on linking the Crusades to a modern event, like 9-11 or the 

War on Terror, but there was virtually no evidence to support their claims.  

Ms. Warren had students use the same sources for the third and fourth supporting 

questions and related formative tasks. This meant that students had a limited amount of evidence 

for linking the Crusades to a modern event and most of that evidence was based on prior 

knowledge. Because of the lack of prior knowledge on the modern event to compare to the 
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Crusades, students lacked the information needed about other conflicts in order to support their 

claims. After the inquiry, Ms. Warren explained that she liked that she modified the task to be a 

poster and that her students, “had the ability to get up and move and do all that. I’m sorry that 

that wasn’t the original plan, and therefore, it wasn’t planned for, and so I wasn’t able to kind of 

give them that structure.”  

The lack of evidence on the posters limited Ms. Warren’s ability to assess student 

thinking in the summative performance task. Nine sample posters were analyzed for the 

summative performance task (See Appendix R). Five of the groups stated that the Crusades 

ended, two argued that it did not end, and two posters only included the name of the modern 

event and did not answer the compelling question. Three of the nine modern events were based 

on 9-11 and three of the nine posters included the opposing argument on the back of the poster. 

There was virtually no evidence from the sources to support their arguments on the posters (see 

Appendix R). In the end, Ms. Warren questioned if her students, “were making the connection,” 

to be able to answer the compelling question about whether or not the Crusades ended.  

This was the first time this PLT assessed an inquiry as a team. The changes made to the 

summative performance task at the end of the inquiry impacted how the teachers were able to 

fully assess student understanding. However, the teachers felt that their students learned about 

the Crusades because assessment was woven throughout the inquiry task. When reflecting on the 

assessment of student understanding, Ms. Dae explained that assessing understanding during the 

inquiry was, “something that I can learn to incorporate more of, because today it’s all about 

getting students to think and getting them to ask those deeper questions.” Ms. Warren concurred 

that her students, “have a more in-depth understanding of the Crusades than they have in the 

past.” She followed up that after the inquiry, her students knew, “more about the Crusades than I 
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did when I left high school.” There were several times during the second and third day that Ms. 

Dae’s students were able to share key points from the sources during the class discussion. The 

ability to assess student understanding during the inquiry was valuable to Ms. Dae and the other 

teachers and overcame any frustration with how the summative performance task turned out. Ms. 

Dae explained that, “My kids felt very accomplished when they started finding stuff in the 

documents. There were a lot of light bulbs coming on in my children that don't always let their 

lightbulb shine. It made me happy.” The teachers benefited from the way assessment was woven 

throughout the tasks.  

Conclusion 

The data analyzed in this study was organized through the natural teaching cycle that the 

PLT followed while planning, teaching, and assessing the inquiry. The findings for this study 

were organized along that same organizational structure. When analyzing the planning process 

the PLT used for this inquiry, three major findings emerged: (a) although there were different 

levels of prior experience among the individuals, learning the IDM structure and process was 

important for the team as a whole; (b) the lack of teacher content knowledge impacted the 

planning process the PLT used in finding and selecting sources; and (c) the PLT utilized the 

individual strengths of the members to plan the inquiry. The PLT used the compelling question 

to guide and provide a focus for the inquiry and they decided on the compelling question 

relatively quickly compared to the process it took to plan the supporting questions. The teachers 

found that their choice of an unfamiliar content topic was a challenge when looking for sources 

that students could use to find evidence for their arguments. The teachers’ general lack of content 

knowledge on the Crusades required them to spend valuable planning time researching the 

content area. That meant they had less time to search for appropriate sources and that time spent 
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looking for sources limited the time they had to modify the sources to make them appropriate for 

students’ skill level. The PLT worked together as a team and each teacher relied on the skills of 

the other members of the PLT to plan this inquiry.  

Three major findings emerged during the teaching stage of this inquiry, including: (a) 

although the inquiry was planned as a team, teachers made independent pedagogical decisions to 

teach the content; (b) Student-centered pedagogy encouraged student engagement and activity 

during the inquiry; and (c) students lacked the inquiry skills necessary to fully engage the task. 

Even though the PLT worked together to plan the inquiry, each teacher individually taught the 

co-planned inquiry. Teacher made independent pedagogical decisions to modify the content of 

the inquiry for their students. Students were particularly challenged by the length and difficulty 

of the sources, although, the honors level students had different modifications than the regular 

world history class based on skill level. As the teachers taught the inquiry, they all used both 

teacher-led and student-centered pedagogy, but when teachers used student-led pedagogy, 

students were more engaged. Teachers decided what type of pedagogy to use based on student 

needs as well as their own experience teaching. During the implementation of the inquiry, 

teachers began to realize that students lacked some of the skills to inquire. Inquiry skills, 

including, reading, summarizing, and writing, proved to be a challenge to many of the students. 

The teachers used student collaboration to promote engagement and student understanding as 

students struggled together to craft informed arguments using the sources.  

There were three findings from the assessment stage that impacted how the teachers in 

the PLT assessed learning during the inquiry including: (a) assessment was woven into the IDM 

teaching process; (b) students were able to demonstrate understanding on the causes, motives, 

and purpose of the crusades through the formative task; and (c) there was a considerable range in 
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the quality of student products across the summative performance task because of the individual 

modifications made by teachers. The teaching and assessing stage of this inquiry were woven 

together because of the structure of the IDM. Teachers were constantly using formative 

assessment while teaching the inquiry, which prompted the many modifications teachers made 

during the teaching process. Students were able to demonstrate their understanding of the causes, 

motives, and purpose of the Crusades using evidence from the supporting questions, but they 

were limited in their ability to link the Crusades to a modern event. Students were able to provide 

teachers with more individualized answers to the supporting questions when more student-

centered pedagogy was used because they were less likely to copy the answers like notes. Still, 

the students were able to provide evidence to support their claims, even with evidence collected 

as notes. There was a considerable range in the quality of the summative performance task 

students produced. Most of that related to the fact that three of the four teachers modified the 

final task to a poster and that modification resulted in two of the classes not answering the 

compelling question.  

The inquiry process this PLT followed was difficult and sometimes frustrating. The PLT 

relied on each other to build a different way for students to learn and understand intriguing 

concepts related to the compelling question. Ms. Dae explained at the very end of the process 

that their PLT is “very well oiled, innovative, and efficient.” She mentioned that for the PLT to, 

“branch out and do this together and already be open to refining it to do it the next semester, I 

think that says a lot about the IDM.” One of the lasting points of this study was the way the PLT 

worked together to teach this inquiry and learn as adults to impact student learning. That is the 

purpose of a PLT.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore how a Professional Learning Team planned, 

taught, and assessed inquiry-based learning in social studies, both as individual teachers and as a 

team. The research questions for this study were:  

1. Planning - How do teachers in a high school, world history PLT collaborate when 

planning for inquiry-based instruction? 

2. Teaching - How do teachers in a PLT individually implement a co-planned inquiry in 

their classes? 

a. What are some conscious decisions made by individual teachers as they teach 

the inquiry in their classes? 

b. What factors influence modifications made by individual teachers to the 

inquiry? 

3. Assessing - How do teachers in a PLT assess student understanding in their individual 

classes when teaching a co-planned inquiry?  

a.  How do teachers in a PLT reflect on their teaching based on the assessments? 

Summary of Findings  

The initial set of findings focused on the co-planning process the PLT utilized. Given that 

the teachers had differing levels of experience with inquiry, learning the Inquiry Design Model 

(IDM) structure and process was important for the team. The development of a compelling 

question guided the planning process for the PLT, and planning the supporting questions 

required deep knowledge of the sources; something the teachers lacked. The lack of content 

knowledge among the teachers impacted how the PLT found and selected appropriate sources. 

The PLT utilized the individual strengths of the members to plan the inquiry, and even though 
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the PLT benefited from collaborating together, they struggled with the lack of time to 

collaborate. 

The findings from the teaching phase focused on how teachers individually implemented 

the co-planned inquiry. Although the inquiry was planned as a team, teachers modified the 

sources while teaching because students struggled with the length and difficulty of the sources. 

Some of the teachers used more student-centered pedagogical strategies, which in their view 

increased student engagement during the inquiry and promoted independence. As the inquiry 

unfolded, the teachers determined that most students lacked the inquiry skills necessary to fully 

engage the tasks. This deficiency greatly impacted students’ ability to develop a deep 

understanding of content and to communicate their findings from the inquiry. Crafting informed 

arguments was an expert act that students struggled to complete. Despite these limitations, 

student collaboration had a positive impact on the students’ ability to remain engaged in and to 

comprehend the content. 

The findings from the assessment phase focused on how teachers utilized both formative 

and summative assessment during the inquiry implementation. Assessment was woven into the 

IDM teaching process as teachers used the formative tasks to assess while teaching the inquiry. 

Students were able to demonstrate some understanding of the causes, motives, and purposes of 

the Crusades as demonstrated in their work on the formative tasks. Student-centered pedagogies 

allowed for more individualized responses among students on the formative tasks. There was a 

considerable range in the quality of students’ arguments emerging from the summative 

performance task. This range of responses, in part, reflected individual modifications made by 

teachers. In particular, a modification made to the summative performance task resulted in two 
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classes not answering the compelling question with an argument as planned. This limited the 

teachers’ ability to fully assess student understanding during the inquiry. 

Planning an Inquiry 

The central role of teacher collaboration in planning the inquiry was a key finding in this 

research. The members of the PLT relied on each other during the planning stage for the inquiry, 

especially when learning the Inquiry Design Model and applying their content knowledge to the 

planning process. The teachers’ limited knowledge of the content encouraged them to rely on 

each other to plan the inquiry, particularly with regard to selecting sources. It took over a month 

for the PLT to plan the inquiry, and they could have used more time.  

Parker et al. (2013) argued that teachers should collaborate and be engaged in the design 

of new practices. The findings of this study support this contention. The teachers benefitted from 

learning the IDM process together. The PLT thoroughly discussed how to write an effective 

compelling question and worked as a team to determine the supporting questions. By 

collaborating as a team, the PLT was actually engaging in a form of inquiry. They learned about 

the IDM process through reflection during the planning process aimed toward improving the 

actual inquiry lesson and their teaching practices. Given these findings, teachers who plan to 

implement inquiry as a new instructional practice should also consider working with a PLT.   

The teachers in this study also chose to learn new content knowledge while planning their 

inquiry. Shulman (1987) has suggested that teacher content knowledge is even “more critical for 

the inquiry-oriented classroom than for its more didactic alternative” (p. 7). The PLT deliberately 

chose to plan an inquiry on the Crusades to fill a gap in their content knowledge. They wanted to 

take advantage of the shared planning time to learn something new. However, this process was 

fraught with complications. The PLT had difficulties building up their knowledge of the 
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Crusades fast enough to keep pace with their planning schedule. As the planning phase drew to a 

close, the PLT was scrambling to finish their work, particularly the development of the content-

based sources. The lack of teacher content knowledge on this topic also made it difficult for 

teachers to find the appropriate sources to support student learning. If the teachers had used 

historical sources with which they were familiar, they may have recognized earlier the 

difficulties that students would have when implementing and thus planned differently. 

The implications are clear. Other PLTs should strongly consider reducing the complexity 

of researching a new content topic or extend the planning time to learn new content. Taking 

advantage of content that teachers are familiar with and sources with which they are familiar is a 

good starting place. If this PLT had a deep content knowledge of the topic, it would have made 

the process of writing supporting questions and finding the appropriate sources more efficient 

and effective. Given the reliance of the teachers on one another in building up their content 

knowledge and compensating for team weaknesses in particular areas, other teachers intent on 

planning with IDM should consider collaborating. The PLT provided the teachers in this study 

with support as they learned the IDM.  

Implementing an Inquiry 

Although the inquiry was planned as a team, teachers used different pedagogical 

strategies to teach the inquiry. The PLT discovered that students needed specific inquiry skills as 

they worked to craft informed claims. Students struggled with the length and difficulty of 

sources and with summarizing content from those sources. The teachers responded by shifting 

their pedagogies. Through the use of student-centered pedagogies, teachers encouraged student 

engagement and promoted independent responses. Students collaborated with each other to work 

through the difficult patches in their process. Most importantly, students were able to help each 
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other build up their understanding of the sources and produce summaries that reflected individual 

student agency.  

The historical sources the teachers selected for this inquiry were challenging given the 

students’ ability level. The teachers did not recognize the mismatch between what would be 

required and what students were capable of doing with the sources. It was not until the teachers 

observed students struggling that they began to realize their inquiry plan might not work. As they 

implemented the inquiry, the teachers adjusted given what they were observing and modified the 

sources and tasks to help scaffold students’ learning. The teachers response recognized what 

Fosnot and Perry (2005) have argued is often very challenging for students; namely that difficult 

to learn concepts, ideas, and related tasks do not come in ready-made forms. Teachers must adapt 

and adjust to meet students where they are in their development process. Students in this study 

struggled with the length and difficulty of the text in the sources. One of the challenges the PLT 

faced while teaching the inquiry was their inability to anticipate those issues, but to their credit, 

the PLT quickly made adjustments. An implication for other PLTs implementing inquiry is to 

take a flexible and adaptive stance regarding the structure of the inquiry. The willingness to 

make changes, even in the middle of a class, was critical to the success of this PLT.  

One of the conceptual foundations on which the IDM was built is that “students are 

active learners within an inquiry” (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2015). The teachers in this PLT did not 

uniformly implement a pedagogy that positioned students to be active learners. Two teachers 

used more teacher-led approaches, delivering direct instruction, lecture notes, and scripted 

student actions. The other two teachers used a more student-centered pedagogy. The students in 

the classes where the pedagogy was student-focused were more engaged and produced more 



  134 

independent responses to the tasks. Teachers using IDM should strongly consider methods for 

actively engaging students in the learning process. 

Parker (2012) described the approaches students need to become a “skillful inquirer” as 

different than the skills needed to simply choose a quote from a textbook or fill in a bubble on a 

test (p. 2). These skills require that students read closely, summarize text, make inferences, use 

information as evidence when making claims, and write arguments that clearly connect to 

framing questions. The students in this study had difficulties engaging these skills. Their claims 

and resulting arguments suffered. The PLT realized early on that their students were struggling, 

particularly with the longer sources and the summary writing tasks. This led to additional 

difficulties identifying information in the sources that could be used to make claims. Given the 

pace of the inquiry; the teachers were only able to make limited adjustments. One of the biggest 

realizations that the teachers took away from their experience teaching the inquiry in this study 

was the need to for students to practice inquiry skills early and often. Other teachers who want to 

use inquiry in their classrooms should provide students with regular and scaffolded support to do 

the things required of the inquiry tasks.  

IDM engages students in task work that is both rigorous and relevant for the learner 

(Swan, Lee, & Grant, 2015). Enabling students to make connections and recognize the relevance 

of the questions, while also engaging in the rigorous source work required of inquiry is a key to 

success.  All of the teachers in this PLT organized students in collaborative pairs to help support 

students as in this work. Hattie and Yates (2013) have argued that by working in small groups 

students can share the working memory load, which helps when trying to understand new 

information. The collaborative pedagogical approaches the PLT used did enhance student 

engagement. When the teachers used student pairs, their students were able to work together to 
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understand some of the more difficult sources. Other teachers using IDM should also consider 

collaborative approaches to supporting students’ work during an inquiry. 

Even though the PLT in this research co-planned the inquiry, they taught it as individuals 

in their own classrooms. Other PLTs may want to consider a similar approach. By focusing more 

on their individual teaching needs when implementing, the teachers were able to hone in on the 

needs of their students. They were also able to take advantage of their personal teaching 

strengths.  Ultimately, the sort of scaffolding demanded of inquiry requires more personalized 

approaches that try to meet students where they are. Inquiry is also enhanced by a student-

centered, active pedagogy —something that may be reflected in more personalized teaching 

approaches.  

Assessing an Inquiry 

Assessment was woven into the implementation of the inquiry given the structure of the 

tasks. The formative performance tasks in the IDM serve as formative assessments for teachers 

to check student understanding and modify instruction while teaching. The teachers in this study 

were able to assess student understanding of the causes, motives, and purposes of the Crusades 

through the formative performance tasks. The summative performance task in IDM then function 

as a summative assessment for the inquiry—in the form of an argument. There was a 

considerable range of the quality of student work produced through these tasks. The unevenness 

in the students’ formative task work (e.g. the written summaries) and in their summative work 

(i.e. arguments) limited the teachers’ confidence that the inquiry was as successful as they had 

hoped. 

However, the teachers in this PLT did make good use of the assessment data they 

collected in making adjustment to their instruction. They understood the critical need to collect 
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data about student learning and then change course as need, evidenced by their modification of 

sources and tasks.   

Rather than simply testing student knowledge on a multiple-choice test at the end of a 

unit, the teachers designed their inquiry to encourage active engagement. The supporting 

questions and formative tasks were designed to guide students over time toward constructing an 

argument in response to the compelling question. Teachers in this study planned to assess 

students’ performance on the tasks throughout the entire inquiry. The implementation of the 

formative aspects of their assessment plan proved to be successful because the PLT also built in 

a mechanism to collect student data through the student workbook. This familiar format reduced 

the complexity just a bit for students enabling them to focus on the actual inquiry task at hand. In 

contrast, some member of the PLT had students create a poster for their argument without clear 

criteria. This reduced their ability to make an assessment of student learning. The implication 

here is that teachers must plan for assessment in a very deliberate manner, right down to the 

criteria and even the format of students’ work. 

The teachers’ assessment of their students’ formative work suggested that they were 

successful in supporting students to gather information toward making claims. However, 

students were not as successful putting that information to work as evidence to support their 

claims. PLTs interested in using IDM should pay close attention to ways in which they support 

students to gather information as evidence to make claims. Instead of a formative performance 

tasks being something students just do as an end product, teachers should think carefully about 

how the formative tasks can be used by teachers to assess student progress toward making an 

argument. Teachers need clear criteria and rubrics to guide students’ work toward these goals. 
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The teachers in this study used the supporting questions very explicitly to help student as 

they constructed their understanding of the Crusades. Supporting questions functioned as a frame 

that allowed students to become curious about related content. The constant presentation of the 

supporting questions provided structured that helped students build understanding about the 

causes, the motives, and the purposes of the Crusades. The compelling question functioned to 

support students as they worked toward developing their arguments (despite the limited quality 

of some student arguments). Other teachers interested in using IDM should consider the 

powerful role questions can play in supporting learning and framing assessment.  

There was considerable range in quality of the arguments that students produced in the 

summative performance task. Swan, Lee, and Grant (2015), explained that the argument students 

create as part of the summative performance task is at the “heart of each inquiry” (p. 318).  

Planning the summative performance task was a critical component of the process for the 

teachers in the study. The compelling question drove their planning process and framed the 

implementation and assessment. During the implementation, the teachers determined that 

adjustments were needed. They discovered was that modifying the summative performance task 

was not a quick nor easy process if the task was still going to provide valid assessment. Their 

move to a poster was not very successful. Others interested in using IDM should consider how 

the summative performance task builds to a culmination and must enable students to make 

claims supported with evidence from sources. The students in this study were fatigued by the 

time they reached the summative performance task. This prompted the teachers to make changes. 

Changing the summative performance task while teaching the inquiry should be made with 

caution and a focus on what students need to do for teachers to fully assess student 

understanding.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

This study sought to determine how working in a PLT impacted the plan, teach, and 

assess cycle. Whether it was Ms. Dae acknowledging to the PLT that she wished she used the 

written summative performance task, or Ms. Green acknowledging that there was a lack of time 

for the summative performance task that caused a lack of clarity—this team learned from the 

imperfections of their process. Before taking on inquiry-based lessons as individuals, teachers 

should consider working with or forming a PLT. The teachers in this study clearly benefited 

from reflecting and learning with each other. 

Teachers in this PLT learned together. Lytle (1993) highlighted the private and isolated 

setting that teachers often work as they plan, teach, and assess lessons in their classrooms. Rather 

than working as isolated individuals, the teachers in this PLT worked together to implement a 

new pedagogy. They were able to reflect together and produced a deeper understanding of 

intellectually challenging content that required them to learn both a new pedagogy as well as 

new content. The teachers in the PLT supported each other as they learned new content and 

pedagogies. They explained that without the PLT they would not even have tried to teach this 

inquiry. The power of a collaborative PLT should not be lost in the process of rushing to new 

pedagogies or new content learning. Taking the time to learn together will pay off in the long 

run.  

The teachers purposely chose to implement both a new content in the Crusades as well as 

a new pedagogy in the IDM. Future studies might set a limiting criterion of having the PLT 

chose a content topic with which they were very familiar and for which they already had primary 

sources. With those conditions established, new research might focus more intently on how the 

PLT learns the IDM pedagogy. Conversely, future research could follow a PLT that already 
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knew the IDM process. Such research could be focused on how a PLT selects and adapts sources 

to meet the academic needs of the students and how students provide the evidence needed to 

answer the compelling question.  

A follow-up study with this PLT could also provide data about what the PLT learned and 

would implement additional inquiries over time. The PLT teaches the same content topic every 

semester, so it would be possible to study how this PLT modifies inquiries and implements those 

changes in the future.  

The formal process the PLT used to assess both the student learning and their own 

learning as teachers was limited. Another study targeting the assessment process, especially 

across different PLTs could provide useful data about more effective assessment practices. After 

teaching this inquiry, this PLT had a better vision of what they could have done differently to 

fully assess student understanding. On the teacher side of learning, more structured time to 

reflect would have allowed the PLT more time to specifically analyze student performance and 

what they learned. The assessment process is an area of future research worth examining. 

Limitations 

As a single, embedded case study there are natural limitations to this study that affected 

the generalizability of the findings. The sample size was limited to one PLT with four teachers 

embedded in it. It was the only world history PLT at the school. The results for this study 

provided data for this inquiry but are limited because only one PLT was observed. The PLT was 

purposely selected because they were a high-functioning PLT. Future studies could build on this 

study by comparing PLTs that function at different levels as they plan, teach, and assess an 

inquiry, especially if it is a new PLT.  
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Time was another limitation of this study. Only one inquiry was observed, so there was 

no ability to determine how the PLT learned from this inquiry to make changes to the next 

inquiry they may teach. The inquiry also took place over three school days, even though the 

entire planning, teaching, and assessment process took 49 days. The PLT did not formally meet 

during the 3-day period that the inquiry was taught. Because the PLT did not formally meet 

while teaching the inquiry, no observational data was collected from the PLT during the critical 

three days that the inquiry was taught.   

Conclusion 

The teachers in this PLT worked both as a unified team as well as individual teachers 

while planning, teaching, and assessing this inquiry. The PLT played a role throughout the entire 

inquiry process, especially during the planning stage. The teachers in the PLT learned the 

importance of aligning the sources and pedagogy to the academic skills of their students, which 

required several modifications of the original inquiry blueprint the team used to plan this inquiry. 

The assessment process was changed to the point where teachers were able to gather useful data 

from the formative assessment tasks but were not able to gather much data from the summative 

performance task. This was the first time the teacher in the PLT used inquiry and they valued 

what they learned. As Ms. Dae had put it, she would certainly “do it differently,” next time she 

used inquiry.  
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Appendix A 

Teacher Interview Protocol – Before Planning an Inquiry 
 
Initial Interview – Conducted before teachers begin the planning process 
 
Teacher:_______________________________  Course/Section:________________________ 
Date:___________________  Time: _________  Location: ____________________________ 
 
Purpose: 
• To gather baseline data regarding the following research questions specifically with regards 
to the planning process. 
• To probe for assumptions, beliefs, and prior experiences that might serve as a reference point 
to compare this inquiry-based unit with prior units. 
• To triangulate the responses between the different teachers about the planning process and 
what was planned compared to what will be observed when the inquiry is taught 
 
Introduction 
Thank you for agreeing to talk with me today about the inquiry-based lesson you and your PLT 
are planning. My goal is to study how your PLT plans, teaches, and assesses an inquiry-based 
lesson. The purpose of this interview is to gather baseline data and to use later in the data 
analysis process. I will ask you a set of questions designed to gather data. The conversation will 
be structured while also being flexible enough for me to probe for understanding based on the 
conversation.  

 
Interview Questions (targeted research question) 
Please tell me a little about your PLT? (1) 
Describe some of the processes your PLT takes to plan unit? (1) 
What are some of your hopes in planning an inquiry? (1) 
What are some of your fears in planning an inquiry? (1) 
When you envision how your PLT plans an effective unit, what might that look like? (1) 
What are some of your expectations for student understanding when you complete this unit? 
(3) 
What are some of the roles individual teachers take in planning a unit? (1) 
What role might you play in planning and assessing this inquiry? (1) 
Compare some times when the PLT distributed the work load in planning, teaching, and 
assessing a unit effectively with a time when it was not distributed effectively. (1) 
What are some reasons why? (for both) (1) 
What role might assessment play in how your PLT plans a unit? (1, 3)  
What are some of the ways your PLT has previously assessed student learning for a unit? (3, 
3a) 
Based on previous experiences in co-planning a unit, how have individual teachers made 
changes to the plan based on their individual class? (2, 2a, 2b) 
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Appendix B 
Teacher Interview Protocol – Before Teaching an Inquiry 
 
2nd Interview – Conducted before teachers begin teaching the inquiry 
 
Teacher:_______________________________  Course/Section:________________________ 
Date:___________________  Time: _________  Location: ____________________________ 
 
Purpose: 
• To gather formative data regarding the following research questions, specifically with 
regards to how the planning decisions made in the PLT will be modified as individual teachers 
teach the inquiry.  
• To triangulate the responses between the different teachers about the planning process and 
what was planned compared to what will be observed when the inquiry is taught 
 
Introduction 
Thank you for agreeing to talk with me today about the inquiry-based lesson you and your PLT 
will teach. The purpose of this interview is to check in now that the inquiry has been planned as a 
PLT to determine how you will teach it as an individual teacher. I will ask you a set of questions 
designed to gather data. The conversation will be structured while also being flexible enough for 
me to probe for understanding based on the conversation.  
 
Interview Questions (targeted research question) 
Please tell me a little about how you feel the planning process for this inquiry went? (1) 
Explain some of the ways the Compelling Question targets how you plan to teach the inquiry? 
(1, 2, 2b) 
How comfortable are you with teaching the inquiry as it was planned by the PLC? (2, 2b) 
What are some ways you might need to modify the inquiry to help your students better 
understand the learning outcomes? (2a) 
How will the Supporting Questions your PLT designed help facilitate student understanding? 
(2b,3) 
What are some expectations you have about how your students might respond to the inquiry 
you and your PLT designed? (2, 2b) 
If you were to make a prediction now about how your students will do on the assessment, what 
do you predict and why? (3, 3a) 
How would you compare this inquiry unit to some of the other units your PLT has planned in 
the past? (1) 
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Appendix C 

Teacher Interview Protocol – After Assessing an Inquiry 
Final Interview – Conducted at the end of the inquiry 
 
Teacher:_______________________________  Course/Section:________________________ 
Date:___________________  Time: _________  Location: ____________________________ 
 
Purpose: 
• To gather summative data regarding the following research questions, specifically with 
regards to how teachers assess student understanding as individuals and then how they reflected 
on the assessment data as a PLT. 
• To reflect on the process of planning, teaching, and assessing student understanding using 
inquiry-based teaching 
• To triangulate the responses between the different teachers about the planning process and 
what was planned compared to what will be observed when the inquiry is taught. 
 
Introduction 
Thank you for agreeing to talk with me today about the inquiry-based lesson you and your PLT 
taught. The purpose of this interview is to reflect on the process of planning, teaching, and 
especially assessing student understanding using inquiry-based lessons. I will ask you a set of 
questions designed to gather data. The conversation will be structured while also being flexible 
enough for me to probe for understanding based on the conversation.  
 
Interview Questions (targeted research question) 
Please tell me a little about how you feel the teaching process for this inquiry went? (2) 
Explain some of the ways the Compelling Question targeted how you taught the inquiry? (1, 
3a) 
How did the modifications to the inquiry you individually made help your students better 
understand the learning outcomes? (2a) 
How did the Supporting Questions your PLT designed help facilitate student understanding? 
(3) 
How do you feel your students responded to the inquiry you and your PLT designed? (3a) 
How did the students do on the summative assessment for the inquiry (3, 3a) What data 
specifically informs that inference? 
How did your prediction about how your students would do on the assessment compare to 
what they learned? (3a) 
How would you compare what your students learned during this inquiry unit to some of the 
other units your PLT has planned in the past? (3a) 
What were some key things your students learned as a result of this inquiry? (3, 3a) 
What might be some other ways they could have come to the same understanding using 
different teaching methods? (2a, 3a) 
What were some things that made collaborating during the PLT worth your time? (1, 3a) 
What were some things that made collaborating during the PLT not be worth your time? (1, 
3a) 
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What might be some reasons you would try to teach another inquiry? (3a) 
Appendix D 

Observation Protocol 
 
This form will be used as part of the research journal to collect data and themes on each 
observation in the PLT & classroom.  
 Teacher:____________________________________   
Type of Contact:_____________________________ 
Date:___________________  Time: _____________   
Location: __________________________________ 
 
What are some of the most important points from the observation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Observation Notes/Quotes   Researcher Comments 
 
 
  

Focusing Concepts 
• physical setting 
• participants 
• activities  
• interactions & 
conversation 
• subtle factors  
• behavior of the 
researcher 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016) 
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Appendix E 

Contact Summary Form 
 
This form will be used as part of the research journal to collect data and themes with each 
contact with the PLT and/or individual teachers.  
Teacher:_______________________________  Type of Contact:_______________________ 
Date:___________________  Time: _________  Location: ____________________________ 
 
• Choose the most important points from the contact 
 
 Important points / Ideas to capture Themes/Aspects 
  

 
 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994) 
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Appendix F 

Document Summary Form 
 
This form will be used to organize and summarize each document to record the context and 
description that may be needed in the narrative analysis.  
Type of Document: ________________________  Document Number: __________________ 
Teacher:_______________________________  Course/Section:________________________ 
Date of Doc:____________  Date picked up: _________  Location: _____________________ 
 
Name or Description of Document: 
 
 
 
Event or Contact, if any, with which the document is associated: 
 
 
 
Significance or importance of document / Themes & Aspects: 
 
 
 
 
 
Brief Summary of contents: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Attach this form to the front of each document. If the document is central or crucial to a 
particular contact or event, make a copy of the document to keep with the contact information. 
Otherwise file all documents in chronological order based on the document date. 
 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994)  



  159 

Appendix G 

List of Documents Examined 
 
• North Carolina Standard Course of Study for World History 

• Unit Plan developed by PLT 

• Individual Teacher Lesson Plans 

• Inquiry Design Model Templates 

• PLT minutes/agenda for the inquiry unit 

• Emails from the teachers regarding the inquiry unit 

• Primary documents used in the inquiry 

• Handouts given to students 

• Copy of the assessments used 

• 6 copies of assessments used by each teacher with identifying information redacted (2 high 

level, 2 average level, 2 lower level)  

• Assessment feedback, including grades, for individual students on the inquiry 

• Photographs from the Inquiry 

• Current performance in the course for the students whose assessments were analyzed 

 

  



  160 

Appendix H 

Informed Consent Form for Teachers 
North Carolina State University 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM for RESEARCH 
Title of Study: 
Principal Investigator: Seth Nicholas Brown  Faculty Sponsor (if applicable): John K. Lee 
 
 
What are some general things you should know about research studies? 
You are being asked to take part in a research study.  Your participation in this study is 
voluntary. You have the right to be a part of this study, to choose not to participate or to stop 
participating at any time without penalty.  The purpose of research studies is to gain a better 
understanding of a certain topic or issue.  
 
You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from being in a study. Research studies also may 
pose risks to those that participate. In this consent form you will find specific details about the 
research in which you are being asked to participate. If you do not understand something in this 
form it is your right to ask the researcher for clarification or more information. A copy of this 
consent form will be provided to you. If at any time you have questions about your participation, 
do not hesitate to contact the researcher(s) named above.  
 
What is the purpose of this study? 
The purpose of the study is to determine how a Professional Learning Team of teachers plans, 
teaches, and assesses student understanding in an inquiry-based unit.  
 
What will happen if you take part in the study? 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to work with your Professional 
Learning Team to plan, teach, and assess an inquiry-based unit. You will be interviewed three 
times at your school, once before planning the inquiry, once before teaching the inquiry, and 
once after assessing the inquiry. Each interview should take between 45-60 minutes to complete 
and will be audio recorded. Your Professional Learning Team meetings and class will be 
observed and video recorded while the inquiry is being taught. You will also be asked to provide 
feedback on the findings to make sure they accurately reflect what happened during the study.  
 
Risks and Benefits 
There are minimal risks associated with participation in this research. There are no direct 
benefits to your participation in the research, but the knowledge gained from this study will help 
teachers who wish to implement inquiry-based teaching and learning. The indirect benefits are 
related to the professional growth you gain as a teacher participating with your Professional 
Learning Team and in the student learning that will come from this pedagogy.  
 
Confidentiality 
The information in the study records will be kept confidential to the full extent allowed by law.  
Data will be temporarily stored securely in a password protected laptop or electronic device, 
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such as an iPad and then saved in a secure network drive behind a K-12 school firewall. No 
reference will be made in oral or written reports which could link you to the study.  
 
Compensation  
You will not receive anything for participating in this study. If you withdraw from the study 
prior to its completion, it will not impact your employment or status as a teacher.  
 
What if you are a NCSU student? 
Participation in this study is not a course requirement and your participation or lack thereof, will 
not affect your class standing or grades at NC State.   
 
What if you are a Pitt County Schools employee? 
Participation in this study is not a requirement of your employment at Pitt County Schools, and 
your participation or lack thereof, will not affect your job, nor your license status. If you are a 
Beginning Teacher, the role of the researcher as the Beginning Teacher Coordinator is not a role 
that makes decisions about your employment. All employment and licensure decisions are made 
by your principal and not in conjunction with the researcher. 
 
What if you have questions about this study? 
If you have questions at any time about the study itself or the procedures implemented in this 
study, you may contact the researcher, Seth N. Brown, 114 Duchess Drive, Winterville, NC 
28590, snbrown4@ncsu.edu, 252-558-6831.  
 
What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 
If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as 
a participant in research have been violated during the course of this project, you may contact 
Deb Paxton, Regulatory Compliance Administrator at dapaxton@ncsu.edu or by phone at 1-919-
515-4514. 
 
Consent To Participate 
“I have read and understand the above information.  I have received a copy of this form.  I agree 
to participate in this study with the understanding that I may choose not to participate or to stop 
participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled.” 
 
Teacher’s signature_____________________________________ Date _________________ 
 
Investigator's signature_________________________________ Date _________________ 
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Appendix I 

Code Book 
Code Description of Code; Inclusion Criteria; Exclusion Criteria; Sample of Code 

Sub-code and description 
Assessment 
  

This code began as an a priori code focused on the relationship between 
planning and assessment. It explores the difference between the planning 
stages of the Inquiry and the reality of how the assessment took place. This 
code is addressed in the interviews, but is more evident in the observation 
and document collection part of the analysis. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of backward design in planning the inquiry 
• Description of the role of assessments in planning and teaching the inquiry 
• Documents used to compare what was planned compared to what was 
actually taught 
• The role time played in making changes while teaching and how that 
directly impacted assessments  
• Examples and non-examples of formative assessment that took place 
while teaching the Inquiry 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• If the description focuses on the steps of the IDM rather than the 
Assessment of student learning > IDM Process 
• If the description focuses on students comprehending concepts rather than 
how teachers assess that understanding > Comprehension 
Example of Code – Dae, Observation Memo, Day 3 “She explained to the 
class that ‘You will be historians and provide me with evidence. You can do 
it as bullet points’ to allow students to summarize and gather evidence to 
answer the Supporting Question other than in paragraph form.” 
Assessment > Assessment Types 
Within the code of Assessment, teachers describe different types of 
assessments they planned to use and also the assessments they actually used.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Using primary sources to assess reading comprehension 
• Description of the type of assessments considered 
• Descriptions of the pros and cons of types of assessments 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Working together on creating assessments > Collaboration 
Example of Code – Kagel1 “multiple choice, what the state exam is, which 
is what we’re leading up to, that’s not always the best way to assess the 
humanities” 
Assessment > Backward Design 
Within the code of Assessment, teachers described how they planned to 
create the assessment first using a backwards design method.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of beginning the Inquiry with the final assessment in mind 
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• Evidence in observations and documents that the assessment planned was 
used during assessment 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of planning together >Collaboration 
• Descriptions of what they will do next time to assess differently > Teacher 
Growth 
Example of Code – Warren1 “I think that we will probably figure out what 
the assessment is early on so that we can move backwards from that. So, set 
the expectations of what we want them to know, what we want them to learn, 
and then how that will look to us as an assessment and then move 
backwards.” 
Assessment > Lack of Time 
Within the code of Assessment, Time became a factor in individual teacher’s 
decisions on how to assess understanding.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the time it takes to assess understanding 
• Description about how changing the assessment and a lack of time to fully 
plan for the change impacted the assessment of understanding 
• Documents of the assessment to compare to the original plan 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of what students understood or not > Student Understanding 
• Description of the teacher’s reflection about the assessment > Teacher 
Growth 
Example of Code – Green3 “With the posters, I should have given a little 
more direction with them before we’re like rushing at the end. 'Do a poster on 
the Crusades and what were the causes and what we learned in the IDM' but 
then it’s all that put up there. And then they drew some pictures and it made 
colorful but I should have been more clear” 

Collaboration 
 

Describes the adult collaboration among the members of the PLT. This 
includes the norms of how they communicated, how they used individual 
strengths of other members to support others, how they created and modified 
the inquiry and documents and how time impacted their ability to collaborate. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of how they communicate with each other 
• Descriptions of how individual strengths support the entire PLT 
• Descriptions of planning together and sharing resources 
• Derailers of collaboration, such as time or other duties 
• Working together is the focus of creating and modifying instructional 

materials 
• Descriptions of how they work as a team 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• When the description focuses on one teacher helping others to grow 
professionally > Teacher Growth Code 
• If the description focuses on working together about student 
comprehension or understanding > Student Understanding code 
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• If the description focuses on student collaboration > Inquiry Skills 
Example of Code – Warren3, 15:30 While reflecting on the Supporting 
Questions, Warren explained that “I would have liked to look at that with the 
PLT because we would need all brains on deck. I think they were really close 
if they weren’t the four questions.” 
Collaboration > Individual Strengths 
Within the code of Collaboration, teachers described how they used the 
individual strengths of individuals to improve the team and themselves. It 
centers around the concept that individuals gain more by being part of the 
team. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of individual strengths of teachers 
• Description of what teachers bring to the PLT 
• Description of roles each teacher takes in the PLT 
• Description of the different perspectives of members 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of one teacher supporting another > Support 
• Description of one teacher giving another content or instructional strategy 
> Sharing 
Example of Code – Dae1, “For our PLT, I think it will be nice to, first of all, 
bring in all our perspectives and utilize our skill set, our strengths.” 
Collaboration > Busy 
Within the code of Collaboration, the derailer of being too busy and a lack of  
time negatively impacted collaboration.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the different duties and roles teachers hold outside the PLT 
• Description of the lack of time to get together as a PLT 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of different ways to make time for future Inquries > Teacher 
Growth 
Example of Code – Kagel2 “the biggest barrier was finding time to sit down 
to do it” 
Collaboration > Teamwork > Support 
Within the code of Collaboration, teachers describe how teachers support 
each other and share resources, strategies, ideas, and collectively plan 
together. It includes both material sharing and also the emotional support that 
comes with being part of a team. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the support others offer individuals, both emotional and 
teaching support 
• Description of sharing lesson plans, presentations, and assessments 
• Documents and descriptions that represent co-planning during PLT time 
• Description of finding source documents for each other 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of creating something together > Creating 
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Example of Code – Warren3 “It’s a huge undertaking and I don’t know if I 
would really be able to do it on my own, just because, I mean, I don’t have 
time.” 
Collaboration > Teamwork > Creating Together 
Within the code of Collaboration, teachers describe the process of creating 
teaching materials and lessons together.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of creating an inquiry, source, or activity together 
• Documents created and shared with teachers 
• Thinking through ideas together and problem solving 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of how a lack of time impedes creating together > Busy 
Example of Code – Dae1 “what I'm looking forward to with this, is that we 
are all going to invest ourselves and make a unit together instead of just 
refining what we already had or -- it’s just wonderful to make something new 
as a group of four” 
Collaboration > Teamwork > Norms 
Within the code of Collaboration, the Norms of Collaboration are the skills, 
behaviors, attitudes, values, and general culture to how the team does 
business and works together. They can be both positive or negative.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the respect and overall working of the PLT as a group 
• Descriptions of how to handle conflict or potential conflict 
• Description of communication between and among members 
• Description of team members fully participating 
• Descriptions of roles in the team 
• Mentioning the Seven Norms of Collaboration from Garmston & 
Wellman (2016) 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of what individual members do well > Individual Strengths 
Example of Code – Kagel2 “you got to have a functioning PLC, for us it 
happens that we're friends and so we work well together, but even if we 
weren’t, it’s having those professional norms of this is what we're doing, this 
is what we're talking about” 

IDM 
Structure 

This code came from the initial reading of the data and centers on the Inquiry 
Design Model process from the teacher’s point of view. It contains 
descriptions of the process and decisions the teachers and PLT made to 
develop their PLT.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the Compelling Questions or Supporting Questions 
• Questions teachers pondered when planning the Inquiry 
• Descriptions of the flow of the inquiry 
• Descriptions of the IDM blueprint and how that served as a planning 
document for the inquiry 
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• Descriptions of the role of the Compelling and Supporting Questions in 
the Inquiry 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• If the description focuses on how parts of the IDM support student 
understanding more than a step to follow or part of the teacher planning 
process > Student Understanding 
Example of Code – 
• Warren3, 8:00 – “I think we sat down with our Compelling Question and 
then broke it down into four, it was three originally, and then four Supporting 
Questions. So that really drew all of the plan, it drove all of the lessons, we 
were rewriting everything and sorthening things that came back to 
everything. It’s still kind of active as like the overarching funnel that we were 
putting everything through.” 
IDM Structure > Inquiry Process 
Within the code of IDM Structure, Inquiry Process describes the flow of the 
entire inquiry and how teachers used the IDM process in their inquiry. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the flow of the inquiry 
• Description of the various parts of the inquiry, including using the 
planning documents to create the IDM 
• Using the stages in the inquiry as a deliberate part of the lesson 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description specifically of the Compelling Question > Compelling 
Question 
• Description specifically of the Supporting Questions > Supporting 
Question 
Example of Code – 
§ Warren2 “once they’re able to answer the four supporting questions, they 
would be able to summarize that knowledge and I guess in a more 
meaningful way answer the compelling question.” 
IDM Structure > Compelling Question  
Within the code of IDM Structure, Compelling Question contains discussion 
and descriptions of how teachers created and used the Compelling Question. 
It also contains reflections from the teachers about the Compelling Question. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of the Compelling Question, including the process of 
creating it 
• Descriptions of how the Compelling Question impacted the understanding 
of student ie: (the CQ “allowed me to let the kids make their own decisions 
based on evidence” Kagel3 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the team collaborating to create the CQ > Collaboration 
Example of Code – Kagel PLT 9.5.17 “When you look at the good IDM 
questions on the website already, they are very much yes/no, but then you 
start to think about it, it becomes complex.” 
IDM Structure > Supporting Questions 
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Within the code of IDM Structure, Supporting Questions contains 
descriptions of the planning and  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of the decisions during the planning of Supporting Questions 
• Notations of how teachers used the Supporting Questions during the 
teaching of the inquiry 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the team collaborating to create the Supporting Question > 
Collaboration 
Example of Code –Green2 “I think all the supporting questions played well 
into each other, and I think they kind of helped lead you to the end.” 

Inquiry Skills This code developed from patterns noticed during the initial reading of the 
interviews. At first the code was “pre-requisite skills” students needed in 
order to be able to inquire. The title was modified to Inquiry Skills, because 
the skills are necessary for students to engage in inquiry, whether they are 
pre-taught, already have, or taught during the inquiry. This code was further 
developed after Kagel’s third interview, where she specifically listed skills 
students would need to complete an inquiry, which are listed in the first 
inclusion criteria.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Skills students need in order to inquire are mentioned such as Reading 
Comprehension and Stamina, Writing, Making Inferences, Asking Questions, 
Summarizing, Drawing Conclusions, Contextualizing, Corroborating 
Sources, Analyzing, Collaboration, Prior Content Knowledge, Discussion 
Skills 
• If the focus is on the skills used more than what is learned 
• If it describes how students use the sources to learn 
• If it describes skills students lack that cause issues with comprehension, 
like a lack of reading stamina 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• If the description of the skill focuses on student understanding rather than 
learning a skill >Student Understanding 
• If the description focuses on the need to teach certain classes prior 
knowledge to build a foundation of learning > Differentiation/Modifying  
• If the description focuses on the teachers learning what skills student’s 
lacked in different classes > Teacher Growth 
Example of Code – Kagel3 1:50 – Kagel3, 22:38 – “it’s the way history 
should be done, in my opinion, you know that’s whether they go to college or 
not, just having the skills of being able to look at sources and evaluate them 
for biases, this is a good source, this is a bad source, and let me be able to 
make a claim and back it up with evidence I mean I feel like that goes down 
to the roots of what civil society is, it’s being able to articulate your 
viewpoints and why you believe that and be able to defend them without 
getting nasty, and I think that’s one of the breakdowns that we’re seeing in 
society right now. I mean we’re on the front lines of defending civil society 
and democracy and this is the way you do it.” 
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Inquiry Skills > Literacy Skills > Reading & Writing  
Within the code of Inquiry Skills, Reading & Writing contains examples and 
descriptions of the skills students used or needed to complete the Inquiry.,  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the skills students needed or used to complete the inquiry 
• Description of the specific writing skills students needed to answer the 
questions 
• Description of the specific reading skills students needed to answer the 
questions 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of how the teachers modified the inquiry to account for 
student’s reading ability > Reading Skills 
Example of Code – Dae1 “History is all reading comprehension.” 
Inquiry Skills > Literacy Skills > Summarizing Documents 
Within the code of Inquiry Skills, Summarizing Documents contains 
description of how students were able to or needed to summarize documents 
to gather evidence to answer the questions.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of students summarizing documents, esp when highlighters 
were used in class 
• Description of teachers explaining expectations for what summaries look 
like. 
• Descriptions of student’s handling and using the documents to gather 
evidence 
• Descriptions of struggles with the skill of summarization 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of summarizing as part of the assessment itself > Assessment 
Example of Code – Dae 3 “children, in general, when you tell them to 
annotate or highlight, they’ll highlight the whole thing.” 
Inquiry Skills > Informed Curiosity  
Within the code of Inquiry Skills, Informed Curiosity involves the skills 
students need to ask questions, to be curious, and to gather evidence to back 
up their prior knowledge or lead to new understanding. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of students asking questions or the desire for them to ask 
questions 
• Techniques teachers took or didn’t take, while teaching, to prompt student 
engagement and questions 
• The role of prior knowledge or gaining knowledge in answering the 
questions 
• Descriptions of using evidence to back up their arguments 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• If the description specifically names another part of the IDM, like Taking 
Informed Action > Inquiry Process 
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• If the description focuses on the Supporting Question and how to make 
students curious > Supporting Question 
Example of Code – Dae 2 “I hope that they would just open their minds to 
more questioning and being more open to the documents.” 
Inquiry Skills > Student Collaboration  
Within the code of Inquiry Skills, Student Collaboration contains descriptions 
of the role collaboration played within the inquiry for students.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of how teachers used student pairs and groups during the 
inquiry 
• The role collaboration played in student comprehension and energy and 
stamina during the inquiry 
• Expectations teachers shared or did not share with regards to students 
working with each other 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of students working together to build their understanding of a 
source > Comprehension 
Example of Code – Kagel 3 “I had them sitting in groups and I wasn’t sure if 
I was gonna like it just for classroom management purposes, but it’s been 
really good for conversations. The kids can talk to each other before they talk 
to me and they even, you know they have their table partner, and they have a 
larger table they can go to.” 
Inquiry Skills > Lack of Skills  
Within the code of Inquiry Skills, Lack of Skills describes any skills students 
needed to complete the inquiry, but may not have fully had. This code could 
be double coded of the description explains the need to summarize that 
student’s didn’t have or that teachers reflected that they would teach 
differently next time. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of skills students didn’t have or would need to complete the 
inquiry 
• Description of the PLT discussing the skills student’s didn’t have or that 
they would need to teach in the future 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• If teachers planned to differentiate the activities to accommodate for lower 
reading skills > Differentiating Levels 
Example of Code –Green 3 “The challenge is just that class is all over the 
place with their abilities to read and analyze.” 

Modifying the 
Inquiry 

Describes how the teachers in the PLT modify the instructional materials and 
pedagogical strategies to differentiate based on student ability and need. Both 
content and pedagogy was modified while teaching the inquiry. Some 
modifications were planned in advance and some modifications were made in 
the moment, while teaching.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Differences in pedagogy and/or content for classes 
• Differences between Honors and Standard classes 
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• Different ways to modify sources, length and/or reading level 
• Exclusion of difficult sources to meet instructional needs of students 
• Expectations and challenges for different classes 
• Amount and impact of teacher directed parts of the inquiry in different 
classes 
• Different scaffolds to model summarization and other skills 
• Changes in the Inquiry planned to meet the needs of students 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• If the focus is on Collaborating with members of the PLT in order to 
modify assignments > Collaboration 
• If the focus is on working with the PLT to learn how to modify sources > 
Teacher Growth 
• If the description focuses on the skill, like reading, and not differentiation 
between classes > Inquiry Skills 
Example of Code – Kagel3, 13:51 – “I think the rewordifed documents 
helped take away some of the scariness of it for them. I made it more 
approachable, but for my honors kids, I didn’t want to make it easy for them. 
Most of them are going to be taking AP classes and they needed to see the 
old documents.” 
Modifying the Inquiry > Differentiating Level > Standard 
Within the code of Modifying the Inquiry, Standard is used for descriptions 
of the Standard Level classes. This code could be paired with another code, 
such as Reading Skills if the modification was for the reading skills of 
Standard level students.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Standard level class was specifically mentioned 
• Modifications were described for Standard level 
• Could be coded along with another code, such as Reading skills if the 
modification was made for reading a source in Standard level 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description was for a modification for general students > Writing or 
Reading Skills 
• Description of the lack of skills the Standard level students have > Lack of 
Skills  
• Description of Teacher centered instruction for Standard class > Teacher 
Centered 
Example of Code –  
Warren1 “I think with Standard, what we’ll have to do is maybe let them 
explore in a smaller scale” 
Modifying the Inquiry > Differentiating Level > Honors 
Within the code of Modifying the Inquiry, Honors is used for descriptions of 
the Honors Level classes and specifically how it differed from Standard level. 
This code could be paired with another code, such as Writing Skills if the 
modification was for the writing assignment for the Honors level students. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
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• Honors level class was specifically mentioned 
• Modifications were described for Honors level 
• Could be coded along with another code, such as Reading skills if the 
modification was made for reading a source in Honors level 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the lack of skills the Honors level students have > Lack of 
Skills 
Example of Code –  
Kagel 2, “my Honors students are going to want me to give them the answer. 
They’re not going to want to do the thinking process” 
Modifying the Inquiry > Pedagogical Choices > Reading Skills 
Within the code of Modifying the Inquiry, Reading Skills was a large code 
focused on the modifications teachers made to account for the reading skills 
of students.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of student’s reading skills 
• Description of modifications teachers made to account for reading skills 
• Description of pedagogical choices teachers made to account for student’s 
reading level 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of teacher reading to the class > Teacher Centered 
• Description of working with another teacher to find reading sources > 
Collaboration 
Example of Code –  
Dae1 “We try to utilize a lot of vocabulary based off our student’s needs 
because we’re fighting a big battle with reading comprehension.”  
Modifying the Inquiry > Pedagogical Choices > Writing Skills 
Within the code of Modifying the Inquiry, Writing Skills focused on the 
modifications teacher made based on the writing ability of students.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of student’s writing ability 
• Description of modifications teachers made to account for writing skills  
• Description of the amount of writing and pedagogical choices teachers 
made to account for amount of writing 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of formative assessment, which were written, for the 
Supporting Questions > Supporting Questions 
Example of Code –  
Dae3, “they’re like, we’re going to write again and I’m like, I’m sorry. I think 
their writing was a little taxing to them.” 
Modifying the Inquiry > Teacher Centered 
Within the code of Modifying the Inquiry, Teacher Centered describes 
examples when the pedagogy strayed from the Constructivist methods the 
teachers in the PLT normally used. It describes examples where teachers gave 
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students information rather than allow them to infer and explore questions on 
their own.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Examples of giving class notes 
• Description of students not being able to work independently 
• Descriptions of students not participating or answering questions 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of planned differences for Honors Level students, such as a 
min-lecture > Honors Level 
Example of Code –  
Dae3, “I have a hard time turning them loose on things when I feel like I have 
not given them what they need, because I don’t want them frustrated or feel 
let down or feel like they’re inadequate.”  

Student 
Understanding 

Describes how students construct their understanding during the inquiry. The 
focus of this code is on the content, themes, and concepts students understand 
rather than the skills they use to understand them. It also includes students 
ability to think as individuals and make connections. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of student thinking, especially critical thinking, higher order 
thinking, lightbulb moments or enlightened thinking 
• Descriptions of using evidence or artifacts to construct understanding 
• Descriptions of relating concept to student’s life to prompt understanding 
• Descriptions of students asking questions or inquiring to understand 
• Going deep into a topic 
• Being able to defend the other side of the argument 
• Derailers of understanding, such as, time, teacher directed notes, copying 
directly 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• When the description focuses on the skills students use to understand > 
Inquiry Skills 
• When the description focuses on the pedagogy, like group work or 
seating, to allow collaboration > Inquiry Skills 
• If the description focuses on the teachers learning what students didn’t 
understand in different classes > Teacher Growth 
Example of Code – Kagel 3, 17:46 In comparing the inquiry to prior units, 
Ms. Kagel explained “It’s less about restating facts and more about thinking 
and analysis of events.” 
Student Understanding > Connections 
Within the code of Student Understanding, Connections is a code that came 
from the term teachers used in reflecting on what students learned and how 
they knew.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of students making connections between two events or time 
periods 
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• Descriptions of students making connections between the time period and 
their own lives 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Planning sources for students to use in making connections >IDM 
Structure 
Example of Code – Dae 3 “I was very impressed that one of my children 
made the connection that the for the Muslims that was their homeland, so 
they weren’t necessarily trying to pick a fight but they were trying to 
maintain their homeland where they lived.”  
Student Understanding > Comprehension  
Within the code of Student Understanding, Comprehension contains 
description and evidence that students constructed their understanding of the 
answers to the questions. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of “lightbulb” moments where students synthesized their 
understanding 
• Planning to and evidence of making student think critically 
• Descriptions of what students learned and know about the topic 
• Difficulties students had in gaining understanding 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Planning of Assessments > Assessment Types 
• Students thinking on their own > Independent Thinkers 
Example of Code – PLT 10.11.17 “It was cool to see because it was two 
girls who don’t normally have those ah-hah moments. They were like, ‘They 
are just a bunch of power hungry liars.’” 
Student Understanding > Independent Thinkers  
Within the code of Student Understanding, Independent Thinkers developed 
as teachers expressed a desire for students to think for themselves, both as 
they planned and as they discussed the inquiry with the PLT. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of students giving different answers to the same question 
using evidence 
• Fears of teachers that one student could influence the thinking of the 
others 
• Strategies teachers took while teaching to engage students in answering 
questions and independently completing the formative assessments 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Description of how the Supporting Questions were answered by the 
students > Assessment 
Example of Code – Kagel 1 “I think with honors kids, it’s really just getting 
them to think for themselves versus regurgitating a right answer to me. I 
think that’s what I’ll like about the IDM, because history’s not one answer.” 
Student Understanding > Lack of Understanding  
Within the code of Student Understanding, Lack of Understanding contains 
descriptions of difficulties students had in constructing understanding. This 
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code could be double coded with another code, such as Connections, if 
students had difficulty making connections.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of student only using information given directly by the 
teacher on the assessments 
• Descriptions of needing to research beyond the sources to answer the 
question, especially SQ4 
• The inability of students to acknowledge the other side of their argument 
• Descriptions of convergent student thinking or stating what the teacher 
stated 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of modifications teachers made because students were able to 
comprehend a source > Reading Skills 
Example of Code – PLT 10.11.17 “They were not clearly able to provide 
evidence from the sources to back that up. The Compelling Question was 
about whether it ended or not, and I don’t know if they were making that 
connection.” 

Teacher 
Growth 

This code started as an a priori code from the literature on PLTs serving as a 
method for professional learning for teachers. It was redefined and named 
Teacher Growth because that is how the teachers in the PLT referred to the 
process.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Describes teachers thinking and learning 
• Describes new pedagogy teachers are using 
• Describes teachers learning the content and finding sources 
• Describes teachers learning the Inquiry process 
• Describes teachers becoming aware of the need to teach skills students 
needed to have 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• When the focus is on the student understanding rather than the teacher 
growth > Comprehension 
• When the focus is on the teachers cooperating as a team rather than the 
teacher growth > Collaboration 
Example of Code – 
• Kagel3, 1:00 – “I didn’t realize the skills they were lacking.” 
Kagel3, 4:06 – “How much better could it have been, if I knew the skills they 
lacked and taught them first.” 
Teacher Growth > Learning IDM 
Within the code of Teacher Growth, Learning IDM contains descriptions and 
reflections of how teachers learned how to teach inquiry using IDM as a 
team.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Description of the flow of an inquiry 
• Documents teachers used to plan the inquiry 
• Description of why they became interested in teaching using inquiry 
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Exclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of collaborating with other teachers to plan the inquiry > 
Creating Together 
Example of Code – Kagel1 “I really started looking more into it because I 
saw it as an easy way to use documents and critical thinking without 
necessarily always just reading documents, answering questions, reading 
documents, answering questions, because that gets tedious. So, that was my 
first intro into it and once I redrafted it to work in my classroom is when I 
became more familiar with (the IDM process)”. 
Teacher Growth > Pedagogical Knowledge  
Within the code of Teachers Growth, Pedagogical Knowledge contains 
descriptions of the choices and decisions teachers made to help students learn 
the content.  
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions and reflections of strategies teachers used to scaffold 
learning and to help different level classes comprehend sources 
• Changes they would have made to the formative task 
• Impact of different teaching techniques on student learning 
• Decisions teacher made to group students during activities 
• Reflections on the types activities students did using sources 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• The types of sources students used > Sources 
Example of Code – PLT 10.11.17 “I would have scaffolded it differently. I 
would have done less writing in the beginning and kind of buildup to writing 
the essay at the end. I think the standard kids could have done it.” 
Teacher Growth > Content Knowledge > Sources  
Within the code of Teacher Growth, Sources contains descriptions and 
reflections on knowing the content, the sources teachers used, and the process 
of finding the sources. It also contains reflections on the importance of 
sources to the inquiry. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of finding sources in the planning stage of the inquiry 
• Descriptions of the role of the source in answering the questions 
• Reflections of the sources and how each impacted how students answered 
the questions 
• Process of modifying the sources to keep them valid and also attainable 
for students to understand and gather evidence from 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Modifications teachers made while teaching the inquiry to sources > 
Reading Skills 
• How teachers learned the content and found sources working together > 
Collaboration 
Example of Code – Kagel 2 “Find something that you’re already 
comfortable with because that’s going to speed the process up because 
you’re’ already comfortable with the content. Good Lord, you’ve got to know 
your content.”  
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Teacher Growth > Reflection  
Within the code of Teacher Growth, Reflection contains descriptions of what 
teachers learned and plan to implement in the future. It could be double coded 
with other codes they are reflecting about. 
Inclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions the reflection process in the PLT 
• What teachers learned with regards to how to prepare students for future 
inquiries 
• Description of what they would change about this inquiry or future 
inquiries 
• Different strategies and pedagogies they would use in the future 
• Skills and strategies they will look up and learn to implement in the future 
Exclusion Criteria –  
• Descriptions of what they changed during this inquiry > Modifying the 
Inquiry 
Example of Code – Warren 3 “I wish I had more reflection time. I wish I had 
more PLT time. We had a lot of PLT time, but I still think it would have been 
nice to get the PLT together and reflect after each time.” 
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Appendix O  

Kagel 1 L/M Summative Sample 
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Kagel 2 M Summative Sample 
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Kagel 3 H Summative Sample 
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Kagel 4 H Summative Sample 
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Appendix P  

Green 1 L Summative Sample 
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Green 2 L Summative Sample 
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Green 3 M Summative Sample 
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Green 4 M Summative Sample 
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Green 5 H Summative Sample 
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Green 6 H Summative Sample 
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Appendix Q  

Dae 1 L Summative Sample 
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Dae 2 L Summative Sample 
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Dae 3 M Summative Sample 
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Dae 4 M Summative Sample 
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Dae 5 H Summative Sample 
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Dae 6 H Summative Sample 
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Appendix R  

Warren 1 Group Summative Sample

 

 

  



  206 

Warren 2 Group Summative Sample 
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Warren 3 Group Summative Sample 
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Warren 4 Group Summative Sample

 

 

 


