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How to develop good questions in inquiry based education
Big Ideas:

Arts integration is not about art activities tacked on to regular instruction to spice it up. 

Arts integration is not about covering the standards.

Arts integration is about uncovering the standards, exploring their mysteries, and engaging the arts to create poetic and metaphoric expressions of those explorations.

Arts integration is activated around Big Ideas: challenging themes and interesting questions that bring the content standards to life, that require critical thought and original research.

Making your Big Ideas BIG enough: Arts integration will only work if the big ideas are actually interesting to both the adults and the students involved in the integration. The same content can be deadly dull or deeply thrilling, depending on how it is framed. It is worth the time it takes to discover the truly interesting ideas and questions in the content you teach. Provocative, engaging ideas typically explore questions with multiple answers.

Examples:

Native American Homes:
little idea: What kinds of houses did ancient Native Americans live in?

Big Idea: What makes a home a home? What made ancient Native American houses homes?

Dinosaurs:
little idea: What were the names of different dinosaurs?

Big Idea: Why did dinosaurs become extinct?

Activity: Discuss with a colleague a content area that your students (and you) are not responding to. Discuss what Big Ideas might bring this content to life for you and for your students. Report back to the group.
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How to develop good questions in inquiry based education

Characteristics of good questions:

They are answerable

They are challenging

The answers are not obvious

Not yes or no questions

They open up complexity

They open up multiple points of view

They require investigation and evidence to be answered

They suggest investigation and evidence to be answered

They are interesting- representing real curiosity

They are personally meaningful to the investigators

They are written in language that draws in participants- balancing the “poetic” and the “scientific”

They invite exchange of ideas between learners

They call for learner reflection on their own learning

They call for rigorous application of skills and content knowledge

They make old material new- expanding and illuminating content

They invite further questions
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Notes on the Documentation of Planning, Process, Findings, and Resources

Your inquiry should drive your planning, process, and resource selection: Decide what to do based on what you are trying to learn. Value your own curiosity!

Your findings should reflect your inquiry: Ask questions you really want to ask, and then answer them!

Mistakes are good, surprises are good: It’s okay to document things that don’t work, as well as pleasant positive surprises. They all contribute knowledge to the field.
Less is more: Don’t load too much text or too many images on any one webpage. A few thoughtfully chosen images and focused video and sound clips, with a few short focused pieces of text, reveal more than lots of lots of artifacts. Short, focused video clips that illustrate a specific phenomenon are the most powerful: “Watch the cellist’s eyes. Notice how in the first short clip, even though he knows this piece by heart, he is playing to his score and to his shoes, while in the second, he is clearly playing to his audience” or “Notice how these to two students respond to each other in this duet.” 

Don’t Try to Document Everything: Your inquiry should focus your documentation, so that the documentation answers your questions, and doesn’t overwhelm viewers with too much unfocused information.

Context Images: Captions help us make sense of pictures. Pick pictures that illustrate text, write text that explicates pictures. Select both to advance your inquiry. 

Tell a human story: Record your insights. Document student conversations. Get quotes from teachers, artists, students, parents, etc. that sound like real people talking. Photographs should be close ups that reveal details, or long shots that reveal context. Every picture should tell a story, not just be random images. Not every artifact is evidence. Be selective.

Use a variety of media: Photographs, drawings, assessment documents (filled out), journals, transcribed conversations, sound clips, video clips, quotes, etc.
Record process and product: Show work at different stages of completion. Show people working. Show pre and post documents. It is not important to always show the best work, but rather, the work that reveals the most about student learning over time. Record student, teacher, and artist thinking about completed work- what they have learned, what they would do differently next time, what they now wonder about next.
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