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SPRINGBOARDS TO 
INQUIRY

50 STANDARDS-BASED LESSONS FOR K–5

Paige Jaeger and Mary Boyd Ratzer



UNDERSTANDING THE BASICS OF INQUIRY LEARNING!

Chapter 3

INTRODUCTION TO INQUIRY-BASED 
LEARNING

Inquiry-based learning is an engaging learning model that puts the student in the center of a knowledge 
quest. Compared to the old instructional paradigm of “stand and deliver,” an inquiry model transfers 
the responsibility of learning into the students’ hands. Research supports the fact that this model works. 
Students are more engaged when they have a choice and a voice.

A common misconception regarding inquiry is that it’s messy and chaotic. When you as a teacher- 
librarian “guide” the inquiry process, you are able to control and teach a lifelong learning skill. In the early 
grades, you may only “model” the complete inquiry process as a class investigation. Via this method, you 
are able to instill the process—WISE—a few times prior to expecting students to venture out on their 
own in later grades. If fact, you may only wish to teach “asking good questions” to a kindergarten group. 
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Young students can learn to wonder and question collectively. That skill will raise the level of success for 
the later grades.

Inquiry-based learning is a model that most new standards embrace and have woven into their exem-
plars. It is also a model for libraries to meet the new AASL Standards for Learners. Inquiry-based learning 
provides a platform for students to think, create, share, and grow. That is why all the lessons in this book 
have springboards to inquiry. Inquiry has a backbone of wonder, investigation, synthesis, and expression. 
This is what we call the WISE inquiry model (see Table 3.1).

The WISE model works for almost every level as a simple, easily understood method to teach this life-
long research skill. If inquiry is new to you or your colleagues, this is an easy model to use, understand, 
and share with your colleagues.

The lesson plans in this book offer librarians and teachers ideas for simple inquiry investigations that 
are either long or short. We call the short ones, “mini-inquiries.” A mini-inquiry allows students more 
opportunities to learn this essential lifelong learning skill. If students are only relaying facts that they have 
found, they are merely “reporting.” In inquiry research, there is a question to be answered; a problem to be 
solved; or meaning to be found. Real-life research follows an inquiry model.

Key Characteristics for Inquiry:
• Is planned with the end in mind (UBD)
• Taps into innate curiosity of the child
• Focuses on identifying and solving problems
• Resembles real-life situations
• Connects with background knowledge
• Students are given a choice and a voice
• Uses reading and writing as tools to boost literacy
• Is initiated through compelling questions

Table 3.1. WISE Inquiry Model

WONDER
• What’s the big idea here?
• What questions do I have? (Think) 
• Are my questions good? (Rethink) 
• What do I already know?
• What do I need to know? 
• Why am I doing this?

INVESTIGATE
• Where am I going to get information? (Search plan)
• What are my keywords?
• Where will I look? (Resources)
• How will I know it’s a good source? 
• How do the facts fit together? (Group)
• Are my questions answered?
• Do I need more information?
• Do I have a full picture?

SYNTHESIZE
• What did I learn?
• What does all this mean?
• What’s the big message?
• Are there similarities or differences?
• What does this knowledge impact?
• How can I communicate this?
• Do I have new questions?

EXPRESS
• How can I communicate this?
• What can I create?
• What can we do to effect change?
• Who should care about this?
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• Students are allowed to generate questions
• Questions are answered via investigations
• Information is analyzed and synthesized
• Meaning is constructed of facts/information
• New knowledge is expressed via a “knowledge product.”
• Often leads to discussion or debate
• Often embeds collaboration and technology
• Is an ongoing formative assessment
• Vocabulary of the discipline is mastered

DRIVEN BY A BIG QUESTION

Based on the Wiggins and McTygue model of essential questioning (EQ), we believe that an inquiry 
model should be driven by an overarching big question. Some call these EQs “umbrella questions” or 
“compelling questions.” These questions provide a goal for students to answer. They then can ponder 
other sub- questions, which help them answer the BIG question. These umbrella questions help to frame an 
inquiry-based knowledge journey by giving students an “end” or a “goal” for investigations.

No longer should a teacher hear “Do I have enough information?” If you’re asked that, the response 
should be, “Can you answer the question?”

As students brainstorm their own questions, the ownership of the investigation is transferred to the 
learner. It is no longer the teacher’s packet of questions that guide the search, but his or her own quest for 
answers. These may very well be the same questions that a teacher would have had in a “packet,” but the 
difference is the learner owns them.

The brainstormed questions will likely include low-level facts as well as higher-level wonderings. The 
low-level fact questions are often a necessary piece to answer the higher-level umbrella question.

See our questioning tools in Appendices D and E. These question charts will provide a guide for brain-
storming questions, for students who have never done this before. We recommend modeling the process 
the first time you venture down this road. Students learn to think by seeing thinking modeled, and this 
will quickly build into a lifelong learning skill.

During the planning process, after you choose your EQ, you will want to jump to the end. What are you 
going to ask the students to do to express their knowledge? Those two pieces work like bookends to your 
inquiry lesson: What question will introduce our investigation, and what will we expect the students to do 
with all their information at the end?

WONDER—UNDERSTANDING AND IDEAS

Rule number one for inquiry is that the wonder has to engage the learner. Kids have to own the question, 
the investigation, and the shared product. The opposite of this dynamic is bureaucratic tasking where 
leaners comply with a teacher-directed task. Their goal is to get the task finished and do what the teacher 
wants. Without meaningful personal connections, the brain quickly does what is not important.

Wonder needs a voice while sharing the picture books. By allowing students to respond to a book, or our 
inquiry springboards, with their own “wonder questions,” you are allowing for personal connections and 
increasing the personal value of the experience.

Once the subject matter is understood through the building of background information and evidence, 
learners can develop their own questions for inquiry. This is where librarians often have the opportunity 
to teach questioning techniques.
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Grouping learners by their interests will create a collateral boost in engagement, incubate on-task con-
versation, and result in enhanced performance associated with social interaction. Allowing for choice and 
voice has motivational power in an authentic inquiry. Here are some ideas to ponder if you are wondering 
how to incubate inquiry in your lessons:

• Metacognitive modeling for lower grades provides you the perfect opportunity to teach questioning. 
Model your cognitive process for others to learn. This is especially effective for low-level students. A child 
learns to think by seeing thinking modeled. Thus the term “think out loud” evolved. It should become a 
vital element of  your instruction as you model your own thought process—getting other to wonder.

• Use the “I Wonder Question Starter” as provided in “Wonder” chart in Appendix D.
• Brainstorm questions: Using one of the questioning handouts in Appendix E, have students brainstorm.
• Brainstorm collectively as a class using a Whiteboard and markers—screen capture.
• Use anchor charts—large poster papers.
• Allow groups to craft questions via table-talk brainstorming.

INVESTIGATE—UNDERSTANDING AND IDEAS

Investigation needs a developmentally appropriate scope and parameters. See focus questions in Learning 
to Learn section (Chapter 2). This is your opportunity to teach many information literacy principle(s). 
Learners invest personal interest and socially interact with peers during this stage of inquiry.

• Keyword searching—Teach kids there are “major words” and “minor words”: that is—the big topic and 
what you want to know about it. (Example: famine—locations and endangered animals—poaching)

• Using facts as evidence
• Hypothesizing and testing
• Using vocabulary of the discipline
• Who said that? (Facts need support)
• Was it credible?
• Do I need more information?
• Can I answer the question? and so on
• If teaching “what is a fact”—important versus trivial facts—you may wish to model this pruning pro-

cess. Holding up an image of a target with a bull’s eye, talk about hitting the center—the best facts help 
answer our EQs. Model the difference. You can find a bull’s-eye chart for a Whiteboard.
• In teams, investigate the nature of the problem and the possible solutions.
• Curate age-appropriate resources (print, electronic).
• Curate good resources on a Padlet, Symbaloo, Google Classroom tools, and so on.

• Ask older students to curate, introducing this new verb.
• Invite an expert to visit your library via Skype or in person.

• Skype with a beekeeper—that is, an appropriate expert
• Invite an expert to your library. Prepare the students by teaching “good questioning” techniques.

• Integrate NoodleTools or Google tools for eNotetaking and documentation.
• Teach online citation tools and how quotes strengthen a position.
• Research webpage, Trello, and so on. Quality resources require scientific authority and evidence-based 

content.
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SYNTHESIS—UNDERSTANDING AND IDEAS

To synthesize information and make sense of it, students can analyze information for the characteristics in 
the following chart. This will metacognitively model “making sense” of what they’ve collected.

You can further guide students by asking questions such as:

As you plan lessons, keep in mind that these verbs incubate synthesis in the learning process:

Create—Invent—Compose—Predict—Organize—Plan—Construct—Design—Modify—Imagine—
Elaborate—Combine—Create—Change—Adopt—Produce—Suppose—Set up—Ask “What If. . .”
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Synthesizing reliable information from quality information sources, learners can draw and share conclu-
sions through their communication platform choice.

Here are some additional ideas to foster synthesizing in your library:

• Think out loud for your students to hear. This is called “metacognitive modeling.” Children learn to 
think by seeing thinking modeled – so you can synthesize out loud for those having trouble.

• Provide opportunity for community connections.
• Provide opportunities for civic action where appropriate.
• Encourage students to connect their findings to making better personal decisions.
• Implement school-wide action improvement plans.
• Encourage classroom civic action activities.
• Ask students what is the most important lesson they’ve learned.
• Ask them to ponder what they have learned that they’d like to communicate.
• Use tools such as those found in pleasedontcheat.com as connections to the classroom to build an under-

standing of plagiarism and writing in one’s own voice.

EXPRESS—UNDERSTANDING AND IDEAS

The opportunity for a student to present his or her new knowledge gained via the inquiry process is very 
important. If we ask students to think and conclude, we should give them the opportunity to share them 
also. This can be written text, media, product creation, technology products, and other creative applica-
tions to present new knowledge and understandings. Some student choice is recommended, accommodat-
ing student strengths. Taking this to a personal level, students can explore ways for taking action as in 
their school or community. A real-world audience increases engagement, critical thinking, and question-
ing. We often call the way students “express” a knowledge product.

Knowledge products are distinguished from information products because:

• They move beyond gathered facts and stockpiles of disconnected details.
• Information is transformed by the mind of the learner, not transferred.
• Students use the vocabulary of the discipline—knowingly.
• Multiple perspectives are often presented.
• Meaningful, original conclusions are embedded.
• They allow for the creative expression of new knowledge.
• They include a strong awareness of information quality.
• Excitement and interest are visible.
• A message is communicated—rather than facts.
• Proud ownership of the knowledge product is evident.
• Knowledge products move from mere description to explanation.
• They use evidence, data, and arguments where appropriate.

In each lesson, we’ve tried to brainstorm a few possibilities for knowledge products. Based on the grade 
level, technology in your building, or your time constraints, you can choose the knowledge product most 
appropriate.
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Knowledge products often answer these types of questions:

• What action can I take?
• How can I change my behavior/actions/choices for the better?
• Simple “what did you learn today?” (Tickets provide evidence of student learning.)

Knowledge products can be short or long. They can be as simple as a sentence, or as long as a research 
paper. Some knowledge product ideas to consider would be:

• What powerwords did you add to your vocabulary today?
• Use a new word in a sentence.
• Submit a list of sources for credibility (another way to collect individual assessment).
• Using bulletin board paper, or freezer paper, create a Graffiti Wall and magic markers to create a Word 

Wall. At the beginning, students may not have any words associated with the lesson. Exiting, they 
should be able to fill in the wall using “vocabulary of the discipline” or [research] words.

• Using a green screen, iMovie, or other web-based creation tools such as Buncee or Flipgrid, have stu-
dents create and share their knowledge. For a smaller grade, and collaborative project, tryout Flipgrid 
with each student contributing a new fascinating fact.

• Your student’s knowledge product could serve as a post-assessment tool. See other post-assessment ideas 
listed in the next section.
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UNDERSTANDING THE BASICS OF ASSESSMENT

Assessment is a vital measure of teaching and learning success—or lack thereof. Effective assessment actu-
ally boosts performance. Recent emphasis on benchmark tests linked to teacher evaluation takes educators 
on a detour that many find to be counterproductive. In reality, assessment is a vital tool for measuring the 
effectiveness of our instruction as well as student achievement.

Recent trends in assessment focus on performance-based assessment, measuring what learners know and 
are able to do. Measurements are often a criterion referenced and allow for scaffolding and differentiation, 
as well as a growth mindset. Here is a brief background on the basics of assessment. This will help you 
to understand our ideas within the lessons we’ve written. In general, there are three types of assessment:

Pre-assessment is to see what students know prior to your instruction. Classroom teachers often do this 
formally, or quantitatively, at the beginning of a year. It can also be done at the beginning of a unit to 
answer the following questions:

• Do I need to teach this?
• Do they already know this?
• Is everyone on the same page?
• How many children know this already?
• Will this be developmentally appropriate?
• Is this an unknown territory, or do they have a fuzzy understanding?
• How can learners construct meaning about this topic?

Formative assessment is to monitor student learning as you are teaching.
In the library, this is not likely to be standardized testing or quantitative. It could take forms such as:

• Asking questions—checking for understanding
• Monitoring progress, ensuring students are on-task and understanding what you’ve taught
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• Modeling to clarify details
• Watching and redirecting
• Boosting performance with targeted intervention
• Providing peer review
• Using “I Can” checklists

Post-assessment is to measure student growth and it should answer questions such as:

• How does evidence demonstrate what they learned?
• Did I measure the level of understanding?
• Did student products reflect higher-level thinking?
• Who needs more help?
• Who has a great understanding and can help others?
• How successful were my lessons? Do I need to teach this again to solidify learning?

Assessment can be either quantitative or qualitative. Quantitative assessment is a measurable format 
such as tests, while qualitative measurement sometimes is seen in a knowledge product and a general 
assessment of student participation, engagement, whole-class product where individuals are not necessar-
ily noted and so on.

In today’s world it is the excessive quantitative, measured exams that have given the assessment a bad 
name. For years, teachers have done formative assessment, benchmark reviews, qualitative assessments and 
projects that have demonstrated student learning—without making the test the curriculum.

For the purpose of teacher reviews and building a teaching portfolio, we often suggest some measures 
of quantitative or qualitative assessment within our lessons. That way, if you are asked to collect evidence 
of your teaching, you can point to your student’s progress and knowledge products that they have created 
within your teaching walls. We also provide a list of standard ideas here to give you choices. Most of these 
could be used as both pre- and post-assessment ideas, capturing evidence of student learning, if required by 
your district. It is often a great way to share your successes by posting photos (within your district’s  Chil-
dren's Internet Protection Act policy) of students engaging in pre- and post-assessment activities. These 
activities often showcase your teaching partnerships.

What and how you define your “end product” should give you an opportunity to assess student learning. 
Did they really answer the question using 
vocabulary of the discipline? Did they cite 
their sources? Did they use qualitative 
resources? Did they use enough resources? 
Did they embrace both sides of the subject? 
Did they include many other items relevant 
to the project?

Since assessment can carry a negative, 
test-like connotation, we have included 
many innovative ideas throughout this book. To avoid redundancy in each lesson, we are posting a longer 
list here to serve as a menu of innovative assessment options. Also see reproducible teaching graphics in 
Appendix D, which often serve as a way to measure learning and student engagement.

• Tickets: A simple index card asking for a name and “what did you learn today in the library?” provides 
proof of what students learned in real time. These can be archived for teaching efficacy. A ticket with 
today’s EQ on it provides a framework for understanding and teaching with direction. In theory, a stu-
dent may not know the answer on the way in but should be able to answer it on the way out.
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• Graffiti Wall or Graffiti Placemats: This concept also is another vehicle to capture student learning. 
Bulletin board paper, or freezer butcher paper, provides a fun background for students to contribute 
to a qualitative picture of learning. Ask an EQ such as these to capture random thoughts and learned 
principles: What did you learn today about research? How can I find answers to my questions? Graffiti 
placemats allow you to have a student’s name and date documented, if necessary.

• Rubrics: Rubrics are a way for students to self-assess and review the quality of their work. As students 
age, so should the details of a rubric. A second grader may have only two points to check. A third grader 
may have three or four. This way you are teaching them to strive for their best.

• Guided Tours or Gallery Walk: This is a verbal knowledge product that gives you the opportunity to 
assess learning and ask clarifying questions. Sometimes these can also be called “gallery walks.”

• Gross Motor Response: Often used in formative assessment, a teacher may ask a whole-class question 
requesting, “thumbs up or thumbs down.” Questions such as “Do you believe this is a good source?—
Thumbs up or down?” might allow you to see whether they got your point.

• Line Up If: This simple exit move is very good for younger students. Teachers can suggest, “Line up if 
you believe it is good to have only one source. Line up if you believe you need more than one source in 
research.” By asking questions related to your learning objectives, you are giving the students opportu-
nity to demonstrate learning while simultaneously bringing closure and review to your lessons.

• Blank Paper—Full Paper—Name and Date on the Top: This is meant to capture each student’s 
knowledge pre- and post-instruction. You may wish to consider this before or after a larger research unit 
or year. The EQ should be at the top of the page. An example is, “How do we research?” Using different 
color inks, or pen versus pencil, you should be able to capture student growth. If you really need five or 
ten points, then give them five or ten bullets.

• Smartboard Screen Capture: This feature on your Smartboard, Whiteboard, Promethean Board, and 
so on can also be used in place of tickets to leave, graffiti walls, and some of the choices discussed 
 earlier—allowing you an electronic way to archive assessment evidence.

• Knowledge Products: Videos, multimedia journals, student-led conferences, letters, diaries, commu-
nity publications, scripts, poetry, digital story telling, cartoons, murals, infographics, debates, mock tri-
als, speeches, teaching or mentoring opportunities, vlog, blog, reenactments, PSA, newscasts, podcasts, 
VoiceThread, and photo stories all help to capture the body of new knowledge a student has gained.

• Bulletin Board Paper, or Freezer Paper and Magic Markers to Create a Word Wall: At the begin-
ning, students may not have any words associated with this. Exiting, they should be able to fill in the 
wall using “vocabulary of the discipline.” What powerwords did you add to your vocabulary today?

• Conferencing: It provides one-on-one opportunity to pinpoint where a student is on this understanding 
of research and information literacy. After a major project, you may wish to sit with a student with a 
checklist and ask him or her to “tell me about your research project.”

• I CAN Checklists: bookmark size, they allow students to self-assess their progress or lack thereof. 
Used as an exit ticket, an I CAN checklist will provide you a quick scan of what a student was able to do 
on his or her own in the library. These tools are for self-directed, self-empowered learning. “Ask me if 
you need help” can be added to the bottom.




