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Inquiry-based Learning and 
its Impact on Teaching and 
Learning of the Humanities

Vinay Kumar

Highlights of this Working Paper Brief
• Introduces the concept of inquiry-based learning (IBL) and why it is 

important to consider disciplinary and subject-based nuances in its 
application.

• Discusses practical steps that educational practitioners (especially 
school leaders, middle managers and teachers) can take to 
incorporate IBL into humanities education.

• Proposes a holistic adoption of IBL in the humanities.
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“Every time we teach a child something, we keep him from re-inventing 
it for himself.”

                                               – Jean Piaget, 1972  
 



Inquiry-based Learning and its Impact on Teaching 
and Learning of the Humanities

4

What is Inquiry-based Learning?

What does it mean to learn something? And how exactly does one 
teach to bring about learning?

In recent years, educational systems have increasingly sought 
to depart from traditional models based on notions of teaching 
and learning as being about the transmission, accumulation and 
retention of content. Educators have begun to recognise the value 
of inquiry-based learning (IBL). IBL is appreciated for its ability to 
enhance the quality of students’ educational experience, particularly 
by connecting the learning in school to the “real world”. Thus, IBL 
is more likely to develop students’ 21st century competencies. This 
paper discusses implications and insights from research on IBL 
as it has been implemented and practised in the context of K-12 
humanities subjects including, but not limited to, History, Geography, 
Social Studies and Economics.

A classic, archetypal example of an IBL approach is the Socratic 
method, wherein, through dialogue, discussion, questions and 
answers, students are guided toward seeking truth (tentative 
and disputable). In these dialogues, both teachers and students 
contribute through constant questioning, helping to clarify the 
assumptions underlying any given thought (Ross, 2003). Rather than 
passively accepting the verity of claims, individuals are encouraged 
to actively question, examine and explore them and, in doing so, 
develop the dispositions, attitudes, values and virtues associated 
with independent thinkers and engaged citizens.

Modern versions of IBL have their roots in the conceptual 
frameworks of several philosophers and scientists of education. 
Dewey, in particular, showed that learning as a social process 
takes place when a student is actively engaged—that is, by actually 
doing and creating knowledge—in critical examination, inquiry and 
reflection (1938; 1985). An education constructed on these grounds 
is essential in cultivating ethical citizenship and civic engagement 
(Dewey, 1985).
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Although different writers emphasise different aspects of IBL 
(Bacon & Matthews, 2014), they generally agree that IBL refers to 
the process of learning through inquiry, enabling students to raise, 
address and answer interesting questions, in order to formulate 
solutions to meaningful problems by identifying, examining and 
drawing on the available evidence.

Given the breadth and flexibility of IBL, the approach can be 
adopted and applied to a diverse range of learning situations, 
at different difficulty levels and different disciplines (Wankel & 
Blessinger, 2013). As the substantive knowledge and inquiry skills 
vary across disciplines, the use and application of IBL tends to be 
discipline-specific (Lupton, 2014; Kidman & Casinader, 2017). 

IBL in the Humanities

IBL in the humanities aims to cultivate understanding and reasoned 
judgement through the study of sources, arguments and worldviews. 
It thus emphasises ethical reasoning and reflection on the human 
condition (Baildon, 2013, p. 1); it requires students and teachers 
to consider and engage with multiple (disciplinary and social) 
frameworks, angles and positions (Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017). 
Inquiry in the humanities is less fixated on the quest to find and 
retain a single objective answer, but values interpretation, reflection 
and embraces differences and diversity.

Among the humanities subjects, there may be differences in the 
type of questions raised (Kidman & Casinader, 2017; Portnoy and 
Rabinowitz, 2014), which may also affect the type of understanding, 
reasoning (Van Drie, Van Boxtel, & Van der Linden, 2006), teaching 
methods, activities and tasks required (Kidman & Casinader, 2017). 
The humanities subjects may also differ in how they approach and 
use “data” and evidence. 

Inquiry in the humanities may also vary in terms of their intentions or 
goals. Consider, for instance, the distinction between a disciplined 
inquiry and a disciplined civic inquiry (Saye, 2017). The former 
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focuses on contributing to the store of knowledge in a particular 
disciplinary field (e.g., history or geography). The latter is more 
interested in contributing to civic decision-making which may 
require interdisciplinary thinking and ethical reasoning (Saye, 
2017). This can influence how IBL is implemented as well, as 
inquiries can be marshalled to equip students to analyze, evaluate 
and find solutions for public policy challenges, thus educating 
them in their roles as ethical citizens in society (Maddox, Howell, & 
Saye, 2018).

Insights: Learning, Teaching and Assessment

IBL and Learning in the Humanities

Compared with a traditional didactic model of education, IBL 
proves more effective in promoting students’ application, deep 
thinking and reasoning skills (Kuhlthau, Maniotes, & Caspari, 
2015). IBL also improves students’ command of the subject 
matter while promoting 21st century competencies, emphasises 
active investigation and knowledge construction through the 
process of inquiry and encourages students to consider different 
perspectives. Finally, IBL encourages students to evaluate, adjust 
and construct evidence-based interpretations (Monte-Sano, De La 
Paz, & Felton, 2014; Grant, Swan, & Lee, 2017). Specific insights 
in the areas of developing disciplinary knowledge, practising 
21st century skills and enhancing the joy of learning are found in 
Appendix 1, Table 1.

IBL and Teaching in the Humanities

Several crucial factors determine the degree of success of IBL 
practice. These include the teacher’s skill in planning, guiding 
and scaffolding the relevant approaches and activities, while 
incorporating the necessary technologies for IBL instruction in the 
humanities. 

The teacher needs to shift from being a direct instructor to being a 
facilitator or mentor (Harada & Yoshina, 2004). The teacher needs 
to be flexible and agile enough to adapt to the level and phase of 
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inquiry which is appropriate for students (Banchi & Bell, 2008; Aulls, 
Shore, & Delcourt, 2007). 

There are several pedagogical approaches to IBL in the Humanities 
which the teacher may adopt: 

 1. Project-based Learning: In this approach, an individual  
  or a group of students are involved in a constructive  
  investigation and hands-on activities to do projects (which  
  are central to the curriculum) over a period of time,  
  resulting in an output such as a product, presentation or  
  performance (Thomas, 2000).

 2. Problem-based Learning: In this approach, students  
  work in small groups to investigate meaningful problems,  
  identify what they need to learn to solve a problem and  
  generate solutions (Hmelo-Silver, 2004).

 3. Discussion-based Inquiry: Discussion of authentic  
  historical, economic, social and geographic issues is a  
  useful tool to engage students in the humanities inquiry  
  (Woelders, 2007; Hess, 2009)

 4. Field-based Inquiry: Fieldwork in the context of inquiry  
  is a means of collecting information and creating  
  engagement with the outside world beyond the classroom  
  (Phillips & Johns, 2012). It allows students to directly  
  observe, deduce, understand and make valuable  
  connections between textbook theories and real life.  
  Fieldwork develops students to be caring citizens by  
  informing them of environmental issues and encouraging  
  them to make responsible decisions about these issues  
  (Gerber & Chuan, 2000).

Ultimately, what is important is not what approach the teacher 
adopts, but the extent to which the teacher’s focus is on enabling 
students to learn, discover and make sense for themselves through 
the process of inquiry (as opposed to the teacher telling the students 
what they need to learn).
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IBL and Assessment in the Humanities

The implementation of IBL in the humanities also necessitates 
a shift in assessment approach. Traditional methods of testing 
fail to get at the cognitive skills emphasised in an IBL framework 
(e.g., deeper understanding, interpretation, evaluation and 
communication) (King, Newmann, & Carmichael, 2009). Using 
formative and performance assessments with authentic and 
contextualised tasks are better suited for the assessment needs of 
IBL (Darling-Hammond & Adamson, 2014).

Implications

The results, findings and insights from the literature on IBL 
in general, and IBL in the humanities in particular, have been 
overwhelmingly positive. There are practical steps that we can 
take to begin to shift to an IBL-focused education.

Aligning Curriculum, Pedagogy and Assessment

One major problem raised by efforts to incorporate IBL is time 
pressure. Research has shown that the success of implementing 
IBL hinges largely on how IBL is integrated into the educational 
environment. Piecemeal, superficial attempts at incorporating IBL 
tend to lead to frustration and confusion. If IBL is brought in simply 
as another teaching method, that is, as another means to the 
same traditional ends of high-stakes standardised testing, then it’s 
not clear whether it will have any benefit whatsoever.

To address this situation, curriculum, pedagogy and assessments 
should be aligned. One key step worth considering, in this 
regard, is to draw on a system of holistic assessment based on 
performance tasks and formative assessments that evaluate 
students’ critical thinking skills. Another question worth asking is 
if we can rethink the role and purpose of assessments, to lower 
their stakes, to create a low-risk environment for a fuller, richer and 
more robust learning experience.
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This applies to the curriculum as well. We might consider an 
analogy with the traditional model again. In the traditional model 
of instruction, the curriculum is taught to students who will have to 
remember it to reproduce it in the exams. In this model, since the 
focus is on knowledge retention, we might infer that the knowledge 
in the curriculum is perceived as universal, stable, unchanging 
and independent of time and context. If this notion of knowledge 
applies to the natural sciences—which is up for debate—its 
applicability to the humanities is far less likely. Humanities 
teachers need to help their students understand that knowledge 
in the humanities subjects, like History and Social Studies, is 
subject to interpretations from multiple perspectives and these 
interpretations are intimately linked to social, cultural and historical 
contexts.

School and the Real World

Another implication of adopting an IBL orientation for the 
humanities is to employ real-world problems and questions—
including controversial topics—into the curriculum. This allows 
students to apply disciplinary knowledge to current affairs, exercise 
moral and civic reasoning in relation to these topics and hone 
their critical thinking and reasoning skills to formulate educated 
judgements. Introducing real-world and controversial issues in 
the humanities classroom via IBL also fosters student discussion, 
interactions and direct engagement with the experiences of others. 
This seems especially important in an increasingly digital world 
teeming with troll culture. Incorporating IBL in the humanities can 
develop students into the sort of citizens who can address global 
problems. To accomplish this, school leaders and teachers might 
want to consider how schools serve as learning environments, 
whether school culture and classroom environments are conducive 
to developing and cultivating cultures of inquiry for both teachers 
and students. That is, cultures that embrace and promote 
inquisitiveness, curiosity, questioning, dialogue and debate, all of 
which are essential for successful humanities IBL (Kwek, 2018).
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The Role of Teachers

One clear insight offered by the research is the integral role teachers 
play in an IBL framework. They will need to develop skills to design 
authentic and thought-provoking activities, provide sufficient and 
timely scaffolding, design appropriate formative assessments and 
give constructive feedback. Schools might want to engage experts to 
work with teachers and students to enrich the learning experience, 
especially in concert with pedagogies involving outdoor, technology-
enhanced and hands-on activities that can make the process more 
interesting and meaningful for learners. It is thus important for school 
leaders and middle managers to empower humanities teachers, 
granting them autonomy and creative discretion to incorporate inquiry 
into their teaching (Chu et al., 2011). 

Fostering a Culture of Collaboration

Scholars also recommend fostering a culture of collaboration among 
teachers, school librarians and school leaders. Librarians can help 
explain and organise informational resources and activities and 
train students to seek, find and analyse information (Todd, 2012). 
Librarians thus have an increasingly prominent role to play, especially 
in transforming school libraries into dynamic learning spaces and 
working with teachers to facilitate learning with resources and varied 
modes of communication (Kuhlthau, Maniotes, & Caspari, 2015). 
One way to do this is to create a flexible three-member core team 
with two subject teachers and a librarian for the purpose of IBL 
activities (Kuhlthau, Maniotes, & Caspari, 2015). Here, too, school 
leaders have an opportunity to create a school culture that embraces, 
promotes and provides administrative support for collaborative 
teaching (Chen, 2008; Chu, Tse, & Chow, 2011).

Conclusion

In this Brief, we introduced the concept of IBL, made a case for a 
discipline- and subject-specific consideration of its application and 
outlined some key research insights. We have also drawn a series 
of implications and practical actions and measures that school 
leaders and educational practitioners can undertake at a structural, 
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institutional and everyday level. All of these can facilitate a shift 
toward an IBL-oriented educational experience for students and 
teachers.

The research evidence shows that when we try to integrate IBL into 
the traditional system, we are effectively trying to squeeze a square 
peg in a round hole. Rather, the shift to IBL requires a holistic 
shift in how we approach teaching and learning and in how we 
think about the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. It can help 
cultivate students and citizens who are skilled in creative thinking, 
problem-solving and ethical reasoning in personal, social and civic 
life. IBL, then, is a way of life, involving a mind-set and values and, 
if understood in those terms, it can serve as a guiding vision of 
educational practice.
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APPENDIX

Table 1: Insights on IBL and Learning in the Humanities

Developing 
Disciplinary 
Knowledge

Practising 21st 
Century Skills

Enhancing Joy of 
Learning

Compared to 
traditional/didactic 
instruction, studies 
have shown that 
IBL helps students 
to develop a 
significantly stronger 
command not just of 
the subject matter 
of the disciplinary 
curriculum, but also 
of higher-order 
cognitive, thinking 
and reasoning 
skills related to 
disciplinary inquiry.

In addition to 
enabling a better 
and deeper 
knowledge of a 
subject, IBL in 
the humanities 
also facilitates 
the development 
and practice 
of 21st century 
competencies, 
including but 
not limited to 
social skills like 
collaboration, 
communication 
and negotiation; 
analytical skills such 
as problem solving 
and critical thinking; 
and essential 
literacies including 
digital, technological 
and information 
literacies.

IBL environments 
enhance students’ joy 
during and after the 
learning process, with 
students appearing 
more motivated and 
engaged, especially 
during continuous and 
extended periods of IBL 
instruction when inquiry 
is treated as a value 
(rather than a teaching 
method incorporated 
into a didactic model of 
instruction) and when 
inquiry activities are 
connected to real-world 
issues.
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