
Stephanie Harvey: Inquiry Circles 

Study: Opportunities to Learn in America's Elem. Classrooms. 
-Study found that students were only being conferred with 7% of the day. 
NCLB- drove kids back to their seats

When kids are taught to work together/collaborate and think, they SOAR.
So we know that kids need to spend the majority of their day in heterogeneous small groups (across the 
curriculum). 
One of the things we are trying to do is figure out how best to do this. Because we tend to pull in the 
reigns because we don't know how to “manage” them. 
There are TWO big things 

1) Think and Comprehend
2)  Collaborate

 **When kids are taught these things, we see small group inquiry soar.
Why? Because kids don't need constant attention when they are taught how to work together. 

Inquiry Circles: Groups formed when kids gather around a common topic or questions. 
(kids gather and investigate same topic, but with a variety of texts. You don't have to be on the same 
level

FOUR TYPES OF INQUIRIES
1. Mini Inquiry  (when a kid has a question, you spontaneously gather a few kids to research)

Reason: gives us an opportunity to teach them how to find answers to questions/ teach process 
of  research

2. Curricular Inquiry  (around topics within the curriculum)
Reason: we give questions to kids underneath the curricular topic. (The kids have questions 
worth pursuing.) Our role: to tie research back to standards

3. Lit Circle Inquiry 
Once students finish a book, they then have salient questions. Ex: Number the Stars, Bud Not 
Buddy (The Great Depression)

4. Open Inquiry 
Reason: investigating anything under the sun! Our role: tie back to ELA standards 

Resources: 
Source Sets (like Text sets, but better!)
-includes pictures, dvds, texts, art
-we help kids bring in/find sources during the inquiry circles

Process:   (If you're lucky enough... go on a field trip first!)
1. We begin with images. Have a bunch of images available. We might have kids spread it out in 

their groups. Put post-its on what you're inferring, wondering or what you already know. (At 
this stage, it's best if the pictures don't have text.) Here, we can ascertain their background 
knowledge.

2. Show the video. 
------------------------ BEGIN with the images! 
Jot down what they wonder, anything they learn, what confuses them, what they infer...

con't on next page. 



We must lay down a foundation of thinking and merge the content with it. We never teach kids 
content with the absence of thinking!!!

We need to teach them the process and strategies for thinking so they can access information and turn it 
in to knowledge.    That's the difference. Cognition and content are inseperable. 

4. Once we've done stuff with images and dvds, it's a great time to give them tons of texts.  

The achievement gap is actually a BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE GAP.  This is a more fair and 
honest way of describing this gap. 

Before kids have to sink their teeth into tons of text, they need background knowledge to connect to the 
new information. The #1 way to make sense of our learning is to connect new information to that 
which we already know. If we have no background knowledge, there's a gap in their thinking. Then, 
we're teaching to that gap, so we might as well not be teaching anything at all. 

#4 continued. Introduce Source Sets
-articles
-press release
-interview 
-cd roms
-art
-widest possible range of any texts 
the levels of these text should be differentiated! 

Next steps... ACTIVISM, AWARENESS, AID. (This is the reason we teach-- to teach kids to THINK!) 


