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Creating a Classroom of Inquiry 
 
Xiamen International School, China 
 
 
Workshop Leader: 
 
Gary Green is currently Head of Library at Presbyterian Ladies’ College 
(PLC), an independent girls’ school in Western Australia. He has 25 
years of teaching in both Government and Independent schools across a 
range of subject disciplines. In 2003, Gary was the co recipient for the 
IASL International award for his work on developing and embedding 
thinking skills into school based programmes. He has been working in 
and MYP environment for the past six years and his prime role is 
responsibility for supporting teachers to build technology rich, 
differentiated units of inquiry. Gary is currently a co teacher for Personal 
Project and has responsibility for implementing and supporting Extended 
Essay in the Diploma programme.  
 
Participant Requirements: 
 
Would all participants bring with them the following items: 
 
o A copy of this agenda 
o From Principles to Practice document 
o Access details for Online Curriculum Centre 
o MYP From Principles into Practice Guide (2008) 
o A flash drive/thumb drive/USB stick for sharing and storing information 
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Workshop Agenda - Xiamen International School, China. 
 
Day 
One 

Focus…    

Session 
One 
  
8.30 – 
10.00 

Learner Profile and inquiry. 
What is inquiry? 
Tools for Inquiry. 
Reflection on inquiry and MYP. 

10.00-
10.20 

Morning break 

Session 
Two 
 
10.20-
11.50 

MYP model of inquiry  
How do AOI’s provide context for learning? 
AOI and changes in 2014 from new Guide. 
Tools for Inquiry. 

11.50-
12.50 

Lunch break 

Session 
Three 
 
12.50-2.20 

Concepts and concept statements. 
Unit questions. 
Unit planner – basic introduction. 
Tools for Inquiry. 

2.20-
2.40 

Afternoon break 

Session 
Four 
 
2.40-4.00 

Concepts +Unit planner + AOI. 
Tools for Inquiry. 

4.00-4.10 Wrap up of the day’s activities, burning questions. Outline of Day two programme. 
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Day 
Two 

Focus…  
     

Session 
Five 
 
8.30-
10.00 

Dispositional and visible thinking. 
Developing deeper thinking within units of inquiry. 
Tools for inquiry. 
 

10.00-
10.20 

Morning break 
  

Session 
Six 
 
10.20-
11.50 

Building collaboration cultures within faculty areas. 
Interdisciplinary learning. 
 

11.50-
12.50 

Lunch break 

Session 
Seven 
 
12.50-
2.20 

Differentiation – cater for learning difference throughout inquiry. 
 

2.20-2.40 Break 
Session 
Eight 
 
2.40-
4.10 

Personal Project – the ultimate learning journey! 
 
 
Wrap up of the day’s learning. 
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IB learner profile 
The aim of all IB programmes is to develop internationally minded people who, recognizing their common humanity 
and shared guardianship of the planet help to create a better and more peaceful world.  

IB learners strive to be: 

Inquirers 

 

They develop their natural curiosity. They acquire the skills necessary to conduct inquiry and 
research and show independence in learning. They actively enjoy learning and this love of 
learning will be sustained throughout their lives. 

Knowledgeable 

 

They explore concepts, ideas and issues that have local and global significance. In so doing, 
they acquire in‐depth knowledge and develop understanding across a broad and balanced 
range of disciplines. 

Thinkers 

 

They exercise initiative in applying thinking skills critically and creatively to recognize and 
approach complex problems, and make reasoned, ethical decisions. 

Communicators 

 

They understand and express ideas and information confidently and creatively in more than 
one language and in a variety of modes of communication. They work effectively and 
willingly in collaboration with others. 

Principled 

 

They act with integrity and honesty, with a strong sense of fairness, justice and respect for 
the dignity of the individual, groups and communities. They take responsibility for their own 
actions and the consequences that accompany them. 

Open‐minded 

 

They understand and appreciate their own cultures and personal histories, and are open to 
the perspectives, values and traditions of other individuals and communities. They are 
accustomed to seeking and evaluating a range of points of view, and are willing to grow 
from the experience. 

Caring 

 

They show empathy, compassion and respect towards the needs and feelings of others. 
They have a personal commitment to service, and act to make a positive difference to the 
lives of others and to the environment. 

Risk‐takers 

 

They approach unfamiliar situations and uncertainty with courage and forethought, and 
have the independence of spirit to explore new roles, ideas and strategies. They are brave 
and articulate in defending their beliefs. 

Balanced 

 

They understand the importance of intellectual, physical and emotional balance to achieve 
personal well‐being for themselves and others. 

Reflective 

 

They give thoughtful consideration to their own learning and experience. They are able to 
assess and understand their strengths and limitations in order to support their learning and 
personal development. 

 



A note about constructivism  
 

The MYP is a program based on constructivism a programme that seeks to have learners construct their 

own meanings.  A constructivist approach is also required to implement the program.  While examples and 

exemplars can help develop understanding of the programme by practitioners no one example of a unit, 

test, text etc. will work in all situations.  

 “Some of the tenets of constructivism in pedagogical terms:  

• Students come to class with an established world-view, formed by years of prior experience and 

learning.  

• Even as it evolves, a student's world-view filters all experiences and affects their interpretation of 

observations.  

• For students to change their world-view requires work.  

• Students learn from each other as well as the teacher.  

• Students learn better by doing.  

• Allowing and creating opportunities for all to have a voice promotes the construction of new ideas.  

 

A constructivist perspective views learners as actively engaged in making meaning, and teaching 

with that approach looks for what students can analyse, investigate, collaborate, share, build and 

generate based on what they already know, rather than what facts, skills, and processes they can 

parrot. To do this effectively, a teacher needs to be a learner and a researcher, to strive for greater 

awareness of the environments and the participants in a given teaching situation in order to 

continually adjust their actions to engage students in learning, using constructivism as a referent.” 

 

From:  A journey into Constructivism, Martin Dougiamas - November, 1998 

http://dougiamas.com/writing/constructivism.html#faces 

The Programme Standards and Practices 
 

From MYP: From principles into practice (August 2008) 

The MYP publication Programme standards and practices provides a set of criteria against which 

both the authorized school and the IB can measure success in the implementation of the 

programme. The school must make a commitment to work towards meeting all the standards and 

practices. These form the basis of a self-study, which schools undertake as part of the programme 

evaluation process. The IB is aware that for each school, the implementation is a journey, and that 

the school will meet these standards and practices to varying degrees along the way. 

Nevertheless, there is a need for the IB to ensure quality in the implementation of the programme. 
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The Programme Model 
 



Mission statement 

 

The International Baccalaureate Mission  
The International Baccalaureate Organization aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable 

and caring young people who help to create a better and more peaceful world through intercultural 

understanding and respect. 

 

To this end the IBO works with schools, governments and international organizations to develop

challenging programmes of international education and rigorous assessment. These 

programmes encourage students across the world to become active, compassionate 

and lifelong learners who understand that other people, with their differences, can also be right. 

Mount Scopus Memorial 
College  
Our Mission 

The m ission of Mount Scopus Mem orial 
College is to provide each student with an 
education and an environment that 

  

• prom
itical 
thinking and by creating a desire for 
lifelong learning 

• develops the student’s whole 
personality by offering a wide range 
of activities, inside and outside of 
the classroom 

• provides Jewish learning, values 
and experiences, within a Modern 
Orthodox and Zionist framework, 
that enable each student to make 
an informed choice as to the 
meaning of their Jewish identity 

• engenders values, knowledge and 
skills so that students can play their 
full part in their communities – as 
members of the College, as Jews, 
as Australians and as citizens of the 
world. 

Standard A1.3 - There are clear and close connections between the school’s 
published statements of mission and philosophy and the beliefs and values of the 
programme. 
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Inquiry Tools  

 
Brief Overview: 
 
• Developing powerful questions 
• Differentiation 101 
• Areas of Interaction 
• Interdisciplinary inquiry 
• MYP Inquiry Cycle 
• Dispositional thinking (Harvard) 
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Some Useful Inquiry Tools: 
 
Developing a ‘good’ inquiry question: 
 
Option One: 
 
Use the ‘vowel principle’ as a way to examine the quality of the 
question. 
 

Vowel Characteristics 
A Age appropriate 
E Engaging 
I Interaction-focused 
O Open-ended 
U Understandably short 
Y And sometimes WHY? 

 
 
Source: Source: http://teachingcontext.wikispaces.com/Topic+4 
 

Option Two: (3 W’s) 
 
What (do I know, have I seen, observed or can deduce?) 
So what (So, what does or could this mean?) 
Now what (would happen if I changed the scenario or situation?) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

So What? Now What?

What?

3W’s
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Option Three: 
 
Creative questions. Provide a stimulus (image, text, movie clip) then 
brainstorm a range of questions about it. (Who, what, when, where, 
how?). 
 
Look over the list of questions and challenge the imagination by asking: 
 
What would it be like if…? 
How would it be different if…. 
Suppose that…. 
What would change if? 
How would it look differently if…? 

 
These questions then become the catalyst for further inquiry. 
 
Reflect: What are the new ideas do you have about the topic, concept 
or object that you didn’t have before? 
 
Source:  
http://www.pz.harvard.edu/vt/visiblethinking_html_files/VisibleThinking1.
html 
 
Interdisciplinary inquiry: 
 
“Interdisciplinary understanding refers to the ability to integrate 
knowledge and modes of thinking from two or more disciplines to 
generate an new insight or new understanding. It does not replace 
disciplinary teaching but rather builds on it.” (Veronica Mansilla, Harvard 
Project Zero). 
 
Interdisciplinary learning and teaching has three main components: 
 
1.Purposeful (how will the learning be enhanced?) 
2. Disciplined (how will I maintain the integrity of my subject discipline?) 
3. Integrative (combining elements of inquiry in a holistic way) 
 
Interdisciplinary learning has a number of qualities: 
 

• Concepts (linking via one concept statement) 
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• Content 
• A common AOI 
• A common unit question 
• Skills (may be shared with different learning areas) 
• Has strong links to ATL 

 
Areas of Interaction: 
 
The Areas of Interaction (AOIs) is central to inquiry that deepen 
student understanding in a conceptual way. The AOI’s set out to: 
 

• Give meaning to what is learned through the exploration of real 
world issues. 

• Provide context for the MYP fundamental concepts and IB learner 
profile, which underpin the MYP programme. 

• Encourage higher level thinking to deepen understanding. 
• Provide a common language for constructing and organizing the 

curriculum. 
• Contribute to an interdisciplinary approach to learning. 

 
They AOI’s encourage us to look beyond content to a higher level of 
thinking that promotes interconnectedness and multiple perspectives. In The 
Next Chapter, AOI’s will morph into global contexts. 
 
 
MYP Inquiry Cycle: 
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MYP Inquiry Cycle: 
 
Is the preferred ‘model’ used to develop inquiry in MYP. It has a number 
of attributes, which include: 
 
1. It does not have a set starting point. 
2. It is cyclical in nature and therefore the inquiry does not follow a 

lockstep or linear pattern. 
3. Is flexible in that specific structures or steps can be built into each 

stage at the teacher’s discretion. For example, in awareness and 
understanding, the teacher may prescribe that students define the 
topic, gather sources of information, analyse the sources and so on. 

 
Deepening thinking through inquiry: 
 
Harvard Project Zero has a number of great ideas to enhance the quality 
of inquiry, which can be adapted for use in MYP classrooms. Two of the 
key aspects of their Visible Thinking course is that: 
 

1. Thinking needs to be explicit both verbally and in a physical sense 
in our classrooms. Teachers need to be encouraging students to 
table their thoughts and the student’s learning be displayed visually 
to show the development of learning as the inquiry evolves. 
Similarly, teachers need to ask students to verify or substantiate 
their thoughts where appropriate by asking “why do you say that” 
or “how so or how come?” These questions elicit higher-level 
thinking because they encourage reasoning and substantiation to 
the students’ thoughts. They provoke thinking to go beyond a 
purely intuitive stage  
 

2. The use of thinking routines (scaffolds) can be used to in a 
number of ways to enhance inquiry. These routines enable us to 
unlock ideas and concepts, differentiate the learning experience, 
contextualise ideas and promote different types of thinking. 

 
Further information on visible thinking can be found from the web site: 
http://www.pz.harvard.edu/vt/visiblethinking_html_files/VisibleThinking1.
html 
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Differentiation: 
 
Inquiry is predicated on the principle of differentiation. Differentiation is  
Providing instruction that meets the differing needs of students.  Carol 
Ann Tomlinson suggests that differentiation is “recognising the humanity 
of my students.” Differentiation is characterised by practices such as: 

• Having high expectations for all students. 
• Providing multiple options or choice in terms of assessments 

where possible that are tailored for students with differing levels 
of achievement. 

• Allowing students to choose, often with teacher guidance, ways to 
learn and demonstrate what they have learned. 

• Permitting and providing opportunities for students to 
demonstrate mastery of material they already know and to 
progress at their own pace through new material. 

• Structuring learning tasks so they require high levels of critical and 
creative thinking but allow a range of responses (open ended). 

• Learning is pitched to different learning styles, interests, and levels 
of thinking and achievement. 

• Providing students with greater autonomy about what and how 
they learn. 

• Flexibility – teachers move students in and out of groups based on 
students’ instructional needs. 

• Allowing like-minded students to think, communicate and 
collaborate. 

• Learning is a social endeavour. A key strategy for differentiating is 
to allow collaborative learning. 

 
In MYP, differentiation can occur on many levels. We can differentiate 
through: 
 

• Content  
• Process 
• Product 
• Environment 
• Areas of interaction 
• Concept statement and unit question 
• Interdisciplinary connections. 

 
These notes have been prepared for the Xiamen International School for an 
in-school workshop by Gary Green. (ggreen@plc.wa.edu.au) 
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Session One 
 
• What is inquiry? 
 
• Learner profile 
connection with inquiry 

17 | P a g e                                                                                



GROUP What is inquiry? GROUP 
GROUP GROUP GROUP GROUP 
GROUP GROUP GROUP GROUP 
GROUP GROUP GROUP GROUP 
GROUP GROUP GROUP GROUP 
GROUP GROUP GROUP GROUP 
GROUP GROUP GROUP GROUP 
GROUP GROUP GROUP GROUP 
GROUP GROUP GROUP GROUP 
GROUP GROUP GROUP GROUP 
GROUP GROUP GROUP GROUP 

INDIVIDUAL
INDIVIDUAL
INDIVIDUAL
INDIVIDUAL



 Traditional:

๏Teacher driven
๏No real 
acknowledgment of 
prior learning
๏Limited or no choice 
of topic or product
๏Lock step approach 
to teaching
๏Non collaborative
๏Content driven
๏Set criteria for 
assessment

 Semi - interactive:

✦ More teacher student interaction 
in terms of the learning 
✦Greater student autonomy in terms 
of choice for topic and product
✦Prior learning may be 
acknowledged
✦Some differentiation in terms of 
content/process/product/
environment
✦Limited or no collaboration with 
other learning areas
✦Focus shifting to a combination of 
content/process/product and 
environment.
✦Some co teaching
✦Assessment criteria used with 
possibility of modified criteria
✦Reflective learning is encouraged

 Interdisciplinary:

✓Interdisciplinary (2 or more learning 
areas)
✓Student choice of topic, question 
and product is a negotiated outcome 
with teacher
✓Conceptual connections are of 
paramount importance
✓Integrity of subject discipline is 
maintained
✓Prior knowledge is central to 
inquiry
✓Is collaborative - reaching beyond 
our current understandings
✓High levels of co teaching
✓Uses criteria and modified criteria
✓Reflection on learning is valued

 Personal Project:

Free choice of topic, content, 
process, product and environment

Encourages students to follow 
their natural curiosity

Risk taking - moving from ‘what’ to 
why and what if and so what

Prior knowledge is celebrated and 
valued

Values and encourages 
collaboration as a means of learning 

Addresses set criteria but give 
scope through design specifications 
to judge quality of their product

Highly reflective

Inquiry 101
From traditional to 
transformational

School specific 2011
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Inquiry as a Stance on Curriculum 
 
Kathy G. Short, University of Arizona, USA 
 
Inquiry is one of those frequently used terms that educators rarely define because they assume a 
shared understanding. Most often, educators use inquiry to signal that learners ask questions and 
engage in research, and so they focus on getting students to ask better questions and to develop 
effective research strategies. Ironically, this view of inquiry often leads to teacher-directed 
projects and activities that are fun and engaging, but that actually violate the deep structures of 
inquiry.  
 
Inquiry is not a particular teaching method but a stance that underlies our approach to living as 
learners, both within and outside of school.  Within schools, inquiry highlights learning as a 
process that underlies curriculum across disciplines, subject areas, and age levels.  We have 
always known that how we teach influences students as much or more than what we teach. 
Inquiry immerses us in exploring the learning process and using those understandings to shape 
how we teach our content so that an inquiry stance on learning permeates our teaching. 
 
Since curriculum involves putting a set of beliefs into practice, we need to examine and articulate 
our beliefs in order to explore ways of enacting those beliefs in classrooms with students (Short 
& Burke, 1999).  Curriculum as inquiry thus involves exploring inquiry as a stance on learning 
and envisioning ways of bringing that stance to life in classrooms.  
 
Inquiry as Stance 
 
My first response to inquiry was skepticism because experts often use new terms to label old 
concepts so their approaches seem fresh and new.  I had explored theme units for some time and 
the talk about inquiry seemed, on the surface, like adding a stronger focus on research 
investigations to theme units, rather than something fundamentally different.  The tensions I was 
experiencing about theme units, however, gave me pause and led me to explore the possibilities 
of inquiry within curriculum, although initially I saw inquiry as a method, not a stance. 
 
As a student, I experienced curriculum as fact through a textbook curriculum that emphasized 
skills and facts with right answers and correct procedures for getting those answers. Teachers 
covered the content through textbooks, worksheets, tests, and research papers.  We covered lots 
of topics and memorized many facts, to be forgotten as soon as the test was taken or the research 
paper handed in. We ended up with superficial knowledge and no desire to keep learning about a 
topic--an indication that these experiences were not educative (Dewey, 1938). 
 
As a teacher, I wanted to make curriculum meaningful for students and so explored ways to 
actively engage students, such as writing workshop, literature circles, and theme units.  This 
approach of curriculum as activity immersed students in a range of reading, writing, and research 
activities around particular topics. My tensions about these activities grew out of observations 
that the activities still involved covering the curriculum and facts, just in a more engaging way, 
so that, while I did not ask students to memorize facts, they still collected facts. I often felt as 
though we were doing activities at the expense of critical, in-depth knowing.  I was uneasy that 
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the units remained teacher-driven since I was the one setting up the projects and activities within 
which students asked and pursued questions. The learning in these units was limited by my 
knowledge of the topic and students often viewed this learning as school-based, with little 
connection to their lives. The focus on topics like family, nutrition, or water made true curricular 
integration difficult--the activities were correlated across subject areas, but not integrated across 
the curriculum and students’ lives in significant ways.   
 
These tensions led to discussions with colleagues and to theorists such as Dewey, Freire, and 
Vygotsky to search for other ways of thinking about the construction of understanding. Several 
of us formed a study group where we worked together to enact curriculum as inquiry in our 
classrooms, meeting over several years to make sense of our experiences. We struggled with the 
difficulty of enacting our beliefs, challenged by students’ responses to our attempts at inquiry. 
Our experiences convinced us that inquiry was not a refinement of project approaches or theme 
units, but a stance on learning that challenged our perspectives as teachers (Short, Schroeder, 
Laird, Kauffman, Ferguson, & Crawford, 1996).     
 
The problem with the position that inquiry is a stance is that describing a stance or philosophy is 
much more difficult than describing teaching methods or processes. I often find myself 
describing the different ways that inquiry might play out in classrooms, and avoiding defining 
the stance itself.  Understanding and articulating inquiry as a stance, however, are essential to 
moving beyond projects and units to curriculum as inquiry.  Changing a few engagements in our 
classrooms is much easier than changing our thinking about learning and that is what a stance of 
inquiry invites us to do as educators (Short & Burke, 1996).   
 
For me, inquiry is a collaborative process of connecting to and reaching beyond current 
understandings to explore tensions significant to learners. Inquiry is a stance that combines 
uncertainty and invitation. A feeling of uncertainty encourages us to wonder and question, to 
move beyond current understandings to pursue new possibilities. Without invitation, however, 
we may not feel the courage to pursue those uncertainties or tensions; invitation beckons us to 
feel some safety in taking the risk to pursue those possibilities by thinking with others.  
 
Inquiry is a thus a reaching stance of going beyond information and experience to seek an 
explanation, to ask why and to consider what if.  Lindfors (1999) argues that inquiry involves 
going beyond in intellectual, social, and personal ways–we go beyond our current 
understandings, our sense of identity, and our engagements with others. This process of going 
beyond is dependent on remaining connected to current understandings as the point from which 
to reach out and requires the support of a collaborative community. We need to know that we are 
still connected to the known and are not totally separated from the ideas and beliefs that ground 
our lives. At the same time, if we do not reach beyond, we get stuck in a rut.  Thinking with 
others provides the impetus and zone of safety from which to reach out. 
 
Inquiry is also a stance of being off balance. Although the self-help literature trumpets the need 
to lead a balanced life, a state of perfect balance involves staying perfectly still in the same 
place–in that comfortable rut. Reaching out occurs because learners experience a sense of being 
off balance or in tension, the driving force that compels learners to move forward (Dewey, 
1938). Tension disrupts a learner’s sense of unity and understandings about life, and this 
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disruption compels learners to pursue a tension to reach toward new insights and unities.   
 
Inquiry is Natural to Learning  
 
A particular set of beliefs about learning underlies inquiry as a collaborative process of 
connecting to, and reaching beyond, current understandings to explore tensions significant to the 
learner. The first is that inquiry is natural to how children and adults learn outside of school 
contexts. In fact, I would argue that three-year-olds epitomize inquiry–they engage with life, 
immersed in what is occurring around them until something catches their attention and raises 
curiosity or doubt.  This curiosity creates a need to know that they explore through play and 
observation and through pestering adults with questions. They move from curiosity to knowledge 
that leads to more in-depth investigations (unless something more compelling catches their 
attention).  These explorations and investigations, in turn, support them in constructing their 
understandings of the world and in asking new, more complex, questions.   
 
Inquiry invites us as educators to base instruction on the processes that are natural to learning–to 
investigate how people learn and build curriculum from these processes. The typical approach is 
to create instruction based on how we think people should learn, to ask “How do I teach 
inquiry?” instead of first asking, “How do I and others inquire?”  Once we explore inquiry as 
natural to learning, then we can engage in the difficult task of creating learning environments 
that immerse learners in these processes, rather than in how we think they should learn. 
 
Barnes (1976) argues that many students operate as if there are two boxes of knowledge in their 
heads–an action knowledge box that contains the knowledge used to function in their daily lives 
and a school knowledge box that contains what is learned in school.  They close the action box 
as they enter the classroom, assuming that knowledge is irrelevant in school, and open the school 
box, reversing the process at the end of the day.  A stance on inquiry invites students to function 
with action knowledge both inside and outside of school. 
 
Inquiry is Based in Connection 
 
Inquiry has no other place to begin than in learners’ own experiences and current understandings.  
Bateson (1979) states that learning is the search for and finding of patterns that connect. Without 
significant points of connection, learning remains difficult and easily forgotten because that 
learning is experienced as isolated ideas and information.  This search for connection 
distinguishes tension that drives learning from stress that shuts down the learner. 
 
We typically begin a unit by teaching new information and covering key points about the topic to 
provide students with a knowledge base.  Inquiry starts with immersing students in engagements 
so they can find and connect to their life experiences and so we as teachers can observe and 
listen to students’ current understandings. Connecting in significant ways to students’ lives 
means we often have to move beyond the topic so that, for example, a unit on immigration might 
begin with students exploring their experiences of moving from place to place, rather than with 
information on immigration patterns within a particular part of the world. 

 
Inquiry is Conceptual 
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If our goal is only for students to gain information on particular topics, then a curriculum based 
in inquiry is not essential. Inquiry includes but goes beyond information to search for an 
explanation, to understand the why behind that information.  Inquiry is a conceptually-based, 
rather than topic-based, approach to curriculum. Conceptually-based curriculum puts the major 
emphasis on the big ideas that lie behind topics, leading to deep essential understandings that 
transfer across contexts (Erickson, 20002; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).  Information and 
knowledge are still significant, but the goal is no longer to cover a particular set of information, 
but instead to build the knowledge necessary for providing the base from which to explore 
conceptual understandings that underlie that knowledge.  Knowledge becomes a tool to explore 
conceptual understanding rather than an end in and of itself.   
 
Preparing students for the 21st century has become a frequent topic in education, based on the 
assumption that we have moved from an Information Age that depends on knowledge workers 
and analytical thinkers to a Conceptual Age depending on the ability to combine creativity and 
analysis (Pink, 2006).  Children and adults need to be able to think conceptually in order to 
identify the critical issues of our society--to not be distracted by the massive flow of information 
around them–and to be able to apply their understandings and knowledge in future contexts that 
have not even begun to unfold in the present. 
 
The focus on topics and content, however, is so deep-rooted in how we think about instruction 
that the conceptual frame for units of inquiry is easily lost. A unit on water may begin 
conceptually around the central idea of the consequences of the limited availability of natural 
resources, but get lost in information about water shortages and water conservation.  Or a unit on 
nutrition may be framed conceptually around making choices that affect our health and lives but 
get lost in information on body systems, bones, and food groups.  A conceptual frame focuses on 
the biggest idea behind the central idea—to the very essence of the unit, such as choice or limited 
availability—so that our attention remains on the “why” of that unit.   
 
These experiences have forced me to realize that units of inquiry need to begin with connection 
to the conceptual frame, not to the topic, as the essence of that central idea plays out in children’s 
lives.  Water is the topic and limited availability is the concept, so the connection is the 
consequences of limited availability in students’ lives, not to water but to whatever they might 
currently experience as a limited resource. Nutrition is the topic and choice is the conceptual 
frame, so the connection is to the choices children make in their lives in comparison to the 
decisions that adults make for them.  A group of first grade teachers planning a unit of inquiry on 
endangered animals realized that they needed to start with exploring a conceptual understanding 
of loss, not with information about animals. They invited children to story about losing things (a 
very common experience for six-year-olds) to understand the feeling of losing something forever 
in contrast to the joy of finding something they thought was lost.  This conceptual frame 
provided a different perspective for children from which to consider the possibility of losing 
animals that are endangered in our world.  
 
Many units of inquiry are designed to build initial knowledge separate from the conceptual frame 
with the goal of gradually working toward conceptual understanding; the result is that students 
focus on information in isolation from that frame.  If inquiry is conceptual, then that frame must 
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be the first focus of attention and be woven throughout the unit, not a conclusion we hope 
students might reach.  The topic is a case study, a way to get at the broader conceptual 
understandings, not the actual focus or rationale for that unit of inquiry.  As teachers, we are so 
used to covering content that we lose sight of the conceptual frame and immerse ourselves in 
designing activities to cover the content, to teach water or nutrition or endangered animals. 
 
Inquiry is Problem-Posing and Problem-Solving 
 
One of the most common understandings of inquiry is problem-solving with the vision of 
students engaged in research on particular topics of interest related to the class focus. The teacher 
sets up a situation to pose an engaging problem as a means of encouraging students to ask 
questions about that problem and to research those questions.  A common approach to science, 
for example, is to provide students with batteries, wires and bulbs, and ask them to determine 
what causes an electric current to light the bulbs. Students are encouraged to ask lots of questions 
but the problem itself is already determined. Teachers often plan a unit to result in research 
projects around a focus already determined before the unit even begins, such as deciding that 
children will research the systems of government, family and education for particular ancient 
civilizations or break into groups to research a specific explorer. 
 
These experiences of guided inquiry provide students with strategies for how to go about 
research, but they do not learn how to find a problem that matters and is worth investigating in 
the first place.  Scientists undertake investigations because they have a problem to solve.  Inquiry 
begins with exploring a phenomenon of interest and attending to problems or tensions that 
emerge and that are worth taking the time to investigate.  Scientists also have to be able to 
develop experiments that will further that investigation.  We short-circuit the process by handing 
students the experiment and asking them to engage in the procedures of science labs, but not the 
processes of scientific reasoning.  They do not actually experience science. 

 
Freire (1978) argues that the person who poses the problem is the one who remains in control of 
learning. Inquiry makes us nervous as teachers because we may feel as though we are turning 
over control to our students. By retaining our role as problem-posers, we keep control, while at 
the same time seeming to actively engage students as inquirers; the problem is that they are 
asking questions about the problems we have posed, not the issues significant in their lives. They 
never fully experience inquiry. 
 
Students need to know how, out of everything that is possible to know or experience, to 
determine what is significant and worth pursuing.  It is essential that learners know how to 
reason through a question or problem to investigate it, but problem-solving is not sufficient. We 
do not want students to become problem-solvers who only pursue the questions that others pose 
for them and do not question the questions.   
 
Many curricular models of inquiry start with students asking questions as the first step and then 
delineate in detail the steps to investigating those questions.  My experiences as a researcher 
show that finding the question is often the most difficult part of the inquiry process and that often 
the question does not emerge until the study is almost over. As a researcher, I start with a 
particular interest or tension, but spend time immersed in the context, gaining knowledge 
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through observation, conversation, and professional reading.  The question or problem that is 
worth investigating grows out of knowledge and experience with the research focus.  Even when 
I start with a particular question, that question usually changes once I know more. Problem-
posing is not a simple starting point for a researcher; it is a process that goes across the research, 
intertwined with and informing the problem-solving.   
 
Asking students what they know and what they want to know (KWL) at the beginning of a unit 
of inquiry may provide insights into current understandings, but not for posing problems.  Frank 
Smith (1983) argues that you can’t think critically about something you don’t know anything 
about.  Posing thoughtful questions grows out of knowledge about a topic or issue and that takes 
time and immersion in explorations to see what tensions develop and become compelling for 
learners.  Although we may be able to predict those tensions, we cannot determine what will 
cause a specific learner to feel tension. Dewey (1938) argues that the role of the teacher is to 
create a learning environment that has the most potential for creating anomaly or tension for 
learners. Learners need voice and knowledge to determine what is compelling for them to pose 
as a problem worth investigating.  
  
This distinction between problem-posing and problem-solving distinguishes between guided 
inquiry, personal inquiry, and collaborative inquiry.  Personal inquiry involves the learner as 
both the problem-poser and problem-solver in pursuing personal interests and tensions that may 
never be the focus of the school curriculum. Independent reading, writing workshop, and expert 
projects are examples of engagements that can provide the space for students to pursue inquiries 
growing out of personal interests or life issues. Collaborative inquiries where teachers and 
students collaborate on problem-posing and problem-solving through a process of negotiation 
within the curriculum are at the heart of units of inquiry.  Teachers influence the problems that 
are posed through engaging students with specific materials and experiences as well as by 
determining the understandings at the center of a particular unit of inquiry.  Teachers, however, 
negotiate the curriculum with students, not just build curriculum from students, so that 
investigations grow out of process.  Guided inquiry, where the teacher is the problem-poser and 
students are problem-solvers, is often found in skill instruction.  For example, teachers may use 
assessment to determine students’ needs as readers and form a guided reading group to work on a 
specific reading strategy.  Within the group, the teacher poses the problem that is the focus of the 
group and engages students in a meaningful reading of a text, within which they actively engage 
in reasoning to develop their own understandings of that strategy.   
 
The tension for teachers is providing the space within classrooms for students to move in and 
across personal, guided, and collaborative inquiries. The project-based approaches that many 
schools have taken to inquiry are problematic only because all of their engagements and units are 
guided inquiries and students never experience posing problems.  The units are filled with 
interesting projects and activities and end with summary projects that involve students in 
problem-solving to demonstrate their understandings. What gets left out is time for students to 
pose and investigate problems they find compelling within that unit.    
   
Inquiry is Collaborative 
 
 Since inquiry involves reaching beyond ourselves and our current understandings, we 
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need collaborators with whom we can think to challenge us to outgrow ourselves.  Those 
collaborators may be real (members of our immediate community with whom we talk and 
interact) as well as virtual (authors with whom we think in books or on internet sites).  Schools 
often focus on cooperation, dividing up a task into different roles for students to complete.  
Inquiry goes beyond cooperation to collaboration where students think together, not just work 
together, through dialogue about ideas.  Freire (1978) argues that this dialogue is how we 
transform ourselves as human beings. 
 Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development provides another rationale for the 
necessity of learning with others.  Vygotsky argues that the most conducive space for learning is 
defined by what can be learned with the support of collaborative others.  This space is located 
between the point of what learners can already do independently and the point at which they can 
only function if someone takes over the task for them.   
 
Lave and Wenger (1991) argue that the most effective learning occurs within communities of 
practice where members work together toward understanding.  These communities of practice 
involve participating in active doing, not listening to someone, so that members learn in 
experience, not just from experience. Inquiry takes places in participation, not in individual 
minds. It is a way of being in the social world, not just coming to know about that world.  
Everyone actively participates as a member of that community; while some may be less 
proficient or are newcomers with limited participation, they are still members of the community.  
For example, all children are viewed as English language learners with some more proficient in 
their use of the language, but no one is a non-speaker, positioned outside of the community.   
 
We construct understanding by working collaboratively with others, who are more or less expert, 
on problems that arise out of practice and are focused on understanding and improving practice 
within that community.  Teachers thus may be at the center of the community in terms of their 
expertise and knowledge, but students are members of the community and have the responsibility 
of thinking collaboratively with their teacher and peers. Students are collaborators, not just 
informants and so actively engage with teachers in negotiating curriculum.  
 
Enacting Inquiry in the Classroom 
 
Moving from these beliefs about inquiry to practice in classrooms is facilitated by the use of a 
curriculum framework. A framework provides a guide for planning curriculum based in theory as 
well as a structure for connecting theory and practice that reflects the complexity of the process. 
Curriculum frameworks provide a bridge between theory and practice that supports teachers in 
more consistently enacting theories. We are able to teach in a theoretically consistent manner 
because the framework allows us to articulate what is most significant. A framework provides 
the bigger picture, particularly highlighting the relationships between the parts, so that we can 
more effectively work at those parts within the whole.   
 
Inquiry as a stance involves a set of beliefs about the learning process that can be depicted in a 
range of curricular frameworks. Although there is no one “correct” framework, the framework 
that I use to plan and implement curriculum based on my beliefs about inquiry as a process of 
learning is the Inquiry Cycle (Short & Harste, 1996).  The inquiry cycle is an authoring process 
in the sense that learners engage in authoring or constructing meaning about themselves and the 
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world.  A unit of inquiry on human rights with 10-12 year old students in Tucson, Arizona 
provides one example of how this framework might play out in a classroom.   
 

  
 
The inquiry cycle does have a specific starting point within any unit of study and that is with 
connections to the life experiences and understandings of learners. Connection gets at the why 
rather than the what of a unit. This connection to the broader conceptual frame involves getting 
at the essence of the central idea that frames a unit, for example the big idea of making choices 
as the why behind a nutrition unit. The role of the teacher is to immerse students in engagements 
so they can explore their current understandings of the conceptual frame for the inquiry by 
considering how that idea is already present and significant in children’s lives.  
 
In the human rights inquiry, our conceptual focus was on rights as the needs we have as human 
beings in order to live in a society.  We knew that children would struggle with the difference 
between needs and wants as well as the balance of individual voice with group responsibility.  In 
reflecting on rights, we realized that this idea plays out in students’ lives in their complaints 
about what is unfair, especially at lunch or recess.  We read aloud A Fine Fine School (Creech, 
2001) to begin our conversations about unfair decisions in school and put out many picture 
books about school for students to browse. Students created unfair maps of their school on which 
they labeled places where unfair events had occurred and told their stories.   
 
Once the maps were completed, we talked about what determines when something is unfair and 
that the feeling of unfairness is often based in a sense of rights being violated in some way.  
Students worked in small groups to create lists of their rights within the school, based on the 
entries on their unfair maps. These discussions were intense and engaged, providing them with a 
conceptual understanding of rights as well as strong connections to their own experiences.  
 
Invitation 
Students are invited to expand their knowledge, experiences, and perspectives in order to go 
beyond their current understandings.  Teachers immerse students in a range of engagements that 
encourage their active exploration of the inquiry focus and increase their knowledge through 
providing access to resources and experiences.  Invitations often take the form of guided inquiry 
in that the teacher has determined particular lines of inquiry related to the unit focus that are 
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significant for students to gain a strong depth and range of knowledge about that focus.   
 
In offering invitations, we found that it’s important to be selective and to remember that the 
emphasis is not on covering the inquiry focus but on expanding knowledge to build 
understanding and raise tension.  There are always many interesting and worthwhile activities 
and projects to consider; engaging students in all of these takes over the entire unit, leaving no 
time for in-depth investigation.  The key is to select the most significant lines of inquiry as 
connected to the conceptual frame, instead of covering the content; for example, choosing 
engagements that highlight making choices that affect our health, not covering nutrition.   
 
Another consideration is to choose engagements that actively involve students, such as text sets 
or exploration centers, where they have time to explore and observe as well as have the 
opportunity to make choices and engage in conversation. These engagements should start closest 
to the students rather than at the farthest historical point. A unit in which students compare 
systems of government, family, and school in ancient civilizations to their own lives, for 
example, may be more effective in starting with their lives and then moving back in time.  
  
Also, while informational books and web sites are important resources, powerful pieces of 
fiction, including both novels and picture books, are significant in moving students from 
information to conceptual issues. The careful choice of a chapter book to read aloud as students 
engage in these explorations can keep the focus on the conceptual frame instead of students 
becoming lost in gathering information.   
 
In the Human Rights inquiry, we immersed students in read alouds and text sets to expand their 
knowledge of human rights to the global context.  We put out text sets containing fiction and 
nonfiction picture books and newspaper articles around issues, such as child labor, 
discrimination, freedom/government, violence, basic needs, education, and the environment.  
Students had time to read from these books as well as to talk with each other and web the issues 
that were emerging.  We also read aloud and discussed picture books such as The Carpet Boy’s 
Gift (Shea, 2003), a story based on child labor in carpet mills in Pakistan.  Student interest in the 
boy who led a movement against this practice led to choosing Iqbal (D’Adamo, 2001) as a 
chapter book read aloud. Students struggled with judging parents who sell their children to work 
in these mills and understanding the tremendous poverty that led to such a difficult decision.  
 
Tension 
 
As students expand their understandings about the inquiry focus, tensions emerge that are 
significant and compelling and that they want to pursue in greater depth.  These tensions may be 
expressed as wonderings or issues, not questions. They signal a shift from information, fact-
based questions to issues that students find compelling and from teacher-guided inquiry to 
student-driven inquiry.  In order to know when this shift has occurred, some system of keeping 
track of students’ wonderings and issues needs to be in place in the classroom throughout 
invitations, such as individual “I Wonder” journals or class charts that are added to on a daily 
basis through reflection on particular invitations. 
In the Human Rights inquiry, we regularly gathered for reflection after read alouds or text set 
browsing for students to share their observations and add to a chart of issues about human rights. 
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In addition, after reading for several weeks in the text sets, students worked in small groups to 
web their understandings and tensions about human rights.  Our initial plan had been to see what 
area of human rights emerged as a strong interest and move into investigations around that area, 
looking both locally and globally.  We were surprised to find, however, that the most compelling 
issue for students was how kids can be involved in taking action. They had not believed that they 
could make a difference as kids and much of their discussion focused on the strategies that Iqbal 
and other children in books were using to take action for social change. 
 
At that point our focus shifted to taking action on violations of rights and we realized that taking 
action in their own school context was most compelling to them.  They cared about the ways 
human rights were playing out in global contexts but they needed to experience taking action in 
their own context. Also, they did not have enough in-depth knowledge about particular global 
issues to take action in thoughtful ways.  They were clearly still at an exploration stage with 
these issues, but ready to investigate how to take action in the school.  To highlight strategies for 
taking action, we engaged in several dramas around books in which children took action on 
social issues that students were familiar with in Tucson, in particular homeless people and 
undocumented immigrants from Mexico.  In these dramas, they took on the roles of characters 
from within these stories and interviewed each other in pairs with a reporter asking a character 
questions about the action that child took within the story.   
 
Investigation 
 
Investigation is a shift to problem-solving and in-depth investigation on a particular issue or 
question with students often working as partners or in small groups to support each other through 
dialogue and research.  Their focus is unpacking complexity, not developing simple solutions to 
complex problems. The teacher’s role involves a major shift because the nature of these 
investigations cannot be determined ahead of time if they truly reflect the tensions that are 
significant for students. If several classes are engaged in the same unit of inquiry, this is also the 
point where those classes should look different from each other since the focus is on what is 
compelling for students.  If the classrooms look the same during investigations, that is a strong 
signal of teacher-guided projects rather than collaborative inquiry.  These differences will also be 
evident within a classroom across students with different tensions that they want to pursue. 
 
Teachers play a key role in planning structures for supporting students in organizing their 
investigations but not in determining their focus. One of those roles is helping students create 
plans for their investigations by reflecting on questions--Why are we interested in this issue?  
What are our related questions?  What do we really want to know?  What will we do to 
investigate our question? What is our plan for investigation? What materials and resources do we 
need to gather to implement our plan?  

  
Students in the human rights inquiry returned to their unfair school maps and webbed the 
problems they still saw as significant within their school context. Their original webs of 
problems were somewhat self-serving, without consideration of how their desires would affect 
other students. We hoped that when students returned to their maps after the global exploration 
of human rights and taking action, they might have a different understanding of the balance 
between individual needs and responsibility to the group. This shift was evident in that issues the 
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students raised earlier that would benefit a few at the expense of others, such as specific 
playground rules or when to do classroom work, were no longer raised.  Each small group chose 
the top 1 or 2 problems from their list to share with the class and each class engaged in a 
discussion to determine through consensus the problem they wanted to take on as a class. They 
talked about their experiences with that problem and brainstormed a list of people who had 
perspectives on the issue.  They then invited several to come to the classroom for an interview 
with the whole class. They also individually conducted other interviews.  Based on these 
interviews, they came to consensus on a strategy for taking action. 
 
Both classrooms involved in this study focused on taking action about a school issue because the 
same tension was evident; however, their webs of problems and the problem they decided to 
focus on differed.  They decided to come to consensus on one problem as a class instead of 
breaking into small groups on different problems, because they recognized the difficulty of 
taking action with adults in school contexts. One group was concerned about the quality and 
options for school lunches, particularly the lack of fresh vegetables and fruit. After interviews 
with school personnel, they found out that their lunches were made in a central district location 
and then trucked to schools.  They realized that the problem was district-based and worked on a 
petition that they asked parents, children and teachers to sign for delivery to the district head of 
food services and the superintendent.  The other class was concerned about their lack of voice in 
decisions about the many rules that governed their play on the playground.  Upon interviewing 
their parents, they realized that there was a tremendous difference of opinion and reasons for and 
against why children should have a voice in school rules. Their interviews with playground 
monitors gave them insights into why adults made rules, who was making the rules, the 
haphazard nature of how rules were created in response to a situation, and differences between 
older and younger students’ views of the rules.   

 
Demonstration 
 
During investigation, the role of the teacher shifts from offering invitations based on the lines of 
inquiry to supporting student investigations through demonstrations that respond to students’ 
needs. Demonstrations offer students possibilities for what they might do, rather than modeling 
what they must do. These demonstrations are often research strategies or tools, such as note 
taking, internet searches, or skimming to locate information.  In the human rights inquiry, 
demonstrations included developing questions and taking notes in interviews. 
 
Re-Vision  
 
As students engage in inquiry, they need opportunities throughout the process to pull back and 
reflect on their learning. Our minds seek unity and investigation upsets that unity as we attend to 
difference, to what is new or unlike from what we already know. Students need to continuously 
reflect and make sense of what they are learning, not the information, but on connections 
between these ideas and  their thinking—they create a new unity or vision of the understandings 
that guide their inquiry.  This re-vision can be encouraged by an on-going learning log or other 
device for reflecting on learning. In our case, we used small group and whole group webs as well 
as class reflections at the end of research sessions to engage in this re-visioning of understanding. 
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Representation 
 
Inquiry is never-ending; there are always new questions and issues to pursue.  At some point, 
however, learners pull together their learning and go public with what they have learned.  While 
not final, these public representations support them in recognizing how much they have learned 
as well as what they still need to know.  These representations take a variety of forms as 
appropriate to particular investigations, such as reports, skits, murals, and posters.  Often that 
form varies from group to group within a classroom.  In one classroom in the human rights 
inquiry, the representation took the form of signed petitions and a formal letter that were sent to 
the district food services director and superintendent.  In the other classroom, students developed 
a proposal for a committee with several students from each grade level who would meet with the 
principal and playground monitors once a month to review new rules and issues on the 
playground. The students spent a great deal of time developing structures for who would be on 
this committee and when the committee could meet as well as how students could become 
advisors to the adults on rules affecting children in the school. 
 
Valuation 
 
Representing what has been learned to an audience opens an opportunity for learners to pull back 
even further to reflect on what is of value from their learning for themselves and the world. They 
consider their learning of content, process, and intentions/goals to determine the value of this 
learning for future inquiries and to reposition themselves in the world.  In our case, students 
brainstormed a class web of what taking action meant to them conceptually as well as created 
individual sketches in which they symbolically depicted the meaning of taking action.  This 
summative assessment connected to the central idea and conceptual frame for the unit.   
 
One common misconception is that the summative assessment should be a major project that 
addresses the lines of inquiry and so the time needed for investigation is taken over by 
summative assessment. Instead of student-driven inquiry, students engage in another guided 
inquiry. The summative assessment focuses on the broad conceptual frame of the unit, the central 
idea, and can be a reflective engagement that does not require large amounts of time.  
 
Action 
 
Any research needs to address the “So what?” question of the kind of action that is now possible, 
given the investigation.  What difference does this study make in the broader context of the 
inquirer and the world?  The learner has gained new understandings from this inquiry, but what 
action will now be taken because of those understandings?  What are the new questions or 
tensions to pursue based on these understandings?  If action is not addressed, then the artificial 
separation of action knowledge from school knowledge is continued (Barnes, 1976).   
 
In our case, the action was built into the investigation in that the representations involved taking 
action in the school setting.  The issue of thoughtful ways of including students’ voices in adult 
considerations of school decisions was one that continued to be raised across a range of contexts 
within the school across the year and was the source of continued action. 
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Conclusion 
Inquiry is not merely a “new” set of instructional practices, but a theoretical shift in how we view 
curriculum, students, learning and teaching.   Inquiry as a stance influences how we teach and 
create learning environments for students; more importantly, however, a stance of inquiry 
influences who learners become as human beings.  Indigenous educators argue that the 
difference between Western and Indigenous perspectives is that Western societies emphasize 
schooling students to become good citizens while Indigenous societies emphasize educating 
students to become good human beings (Cajete, 1994).  Inquiry as a stance brings together these 
perspectives to argue that we have a responsibility to help students to become good citizens and 
good human beings–to develop wisdom as well as knowledge.   Inquiry transforms education 
from learning about to learning to be—to the process of becoming.   
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Figure 1. The Inquiry Cycle 
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The Inquiry Cycle - Supporting student inquiry 
As outlined in the programme model, the curriculum 
framework recognizes and values students’ efforts to 
construct meaning when exploring the world around 
them. To support this,  the MYP requires teachers to 
provide learning experiences that draw on students’  prior 
knowledge and provide the  time and opportunity for 
reflection and consolidation. This constructivist 
approach respects students’ ongoing development of  
ideas and their understanding of the wider world. It 
implies a pedagogy that includes student inquiry into 
significant content in  real-world contexts. This pedagogy 
leads to the most substantial and enduring learning. 

The construction of meaning and the development of conceptual understanding are supported in the MYP 

by the acquisition of knowledge and the development of skills and attitudes that have a context. This is the 

way in which students learn best—they should be invited to investigate significant issues by formulating 

their own questions, designing their own inquiries, assessing the various means available to support their 

inquiries, and proceeding with research, experimentation, observation and analysis that will help them find 

their own responses to the issues. The starting point is students’ current understanding, and the goal is the 

active construction of meaning by building connections between that understanding and new information 

and experience, derived from the inquiry into new content. 

It is further recognized that not all learning in the MYP will take place in an inquiry setting. 

Forms of inquiry  
Inquiry can take many forms, yet the most successful form is when students’ questions and inquiries are 

genuine and take them from existing knowledge to new levels of understanding. An explicit expectation of 

the MYP is that successful inquiry will lead to meaningful reflection and to responsible action initiated by the 

students as a result of the learning process. This action may extend the students’ learning, or it may have a 

wider social impact. Both inquiry and action can look very different from age 11 to 16. 

When engaging with an MYP unit of work students can use the inquiry cycle (see figure on Page 17) to: 

• make connections between previous learning and current learning 

• experiment and play with various possibilities 

• make predictions and take action to see what happens 

• collect data and report findings 

• clarify existing ideas and reappraise perceptions of events 

• deepen their understanding through the application of a concept 

• make and test theories 

• research and seek information 

• take and defend a position 

• solve problems in a variety of ways. 



Community	  and	  
Service:

• How	  can	  I	  contribute	  to	  
community?

• How	  can	  I	  help	  others?
• How	  do	  we	  live	  in	  relation	  to	  
each	  other?

A	  sense	  of	  belonging,	  a	  
sense	  of	  purpose.

Community	  and	  service	  
begins	  in	  the	  classroom	  and	  
extends	  beyond	  it,	  giving	  you	  
the	  chance	  to	  participate	  
actively	  in	  the	  communities	  

you	  live.
You	  have	  the	  opportunity	  to	  
provide	  service	  for	  others	  
and	  for	  your	  environments,	  
and	  in	  doing	  so	  develop	  into	  a	  

responsible	  citizen.

Environments:

• What	  are	  our	  environments?
• What	  are	  my	  responsibilities?
• What	  resources	  do	  we	  have	  or	  
need?

My	  space,	  our	  place.

	  It	  is	  the	  responsibility	  of	  
humans	  to	  take	  care	  of	  
environments.	  	  We	  have	  

virtual	  environments,	  built	  
environments	  and	  natural	  
environments.	  Through	  this	  
AOI,	  you	  will	  learn	  about	  local	  
and	  global	  issues.	  How	  people	  
choose,	  use	  and	  care	  for	  the	  
environment	  now	  determines	  
what	  the	  environment	  will	  be	  
like	  in	  the	  future.	  It	  is	  your	  

future.	  
What	  is	  your	  role?

Human	  Ingenuity:

• How	  and	  why	  do	  we	  create?
• What	  are	  the	  consequences?
• If	  you	  think	  about	  inventions	  
and	  creations,	  you	  will	  
recognize	  the	  in@luence	  of	  
human	  ingenuity	  in	  our	  daily	  
lives.

Making	  a	  difference

When	  learning	  through	  
this	  area,	  you	  will	  explore	  
how	  humans	  have	  solved	  
problems	  and	  created	  
things	  throughout	  time.	  
You	  will	  investigate	  the	  
positive	  and	  negative	  

impact	  of	  human	  creations.

Approaches	  to	  Learning:
•What	  do	  I	  know?
•How	  do	  I	  learn	  best?
•How	  do	  I	  communicate	  my	  understanding?

Tools	  for	  learning,	  skills	  for	  life.	  
Approaches	  to	  learning	  involves	  learning	  how	  to	  learn.	  There	  are	  a	  range	  of	  tools	  that	  help	  you	  

achieve	  this.	  By	  using	  these	  tools	  you	  take	  control	  of	  your	  learning.

Health	  and	  Social	  
Education:

• How	  do	  I	  think	  and	  act?
• How	  can	  I	  look	  after	  myself	  and	  others?
• How	  am	  I	  changing?

Knowing	  me,	  knowing	  you.

Knowing	  how	  to	  care	  for	  yourself	  is	  
a	  major	  step	  in	  independence.	  
Health	  and	  social	  education	  helps	  
you	  think	  about	  your	  physical,	  
social	  and	  mental	  well	  being	  so	  that	  
you	  can	  make	  good	  choices	  about	  
keeping	  healthy	  and	  happy.

Source:	  www.ibo.org

Areas	  of	  Interaction

http://www.ibo.org
http://www.ibo.org


Concept/s:

   Concept Statement:

   

Why & how do we create?
What are the consequences? 

Human Ingenuity

Hom
o fa

ber

Health & Social 

Education

Santé et formation sociale

How do I think & act?
How am I changing?

How can I look after myself and others?

Environment

Enviro
nnem

ent

Where do we live?
What resources do we have or need?

What are my responsibilities?

Community & Service

Communauté et 

Service

How do we live in relation to each other?
How can i contribute to the community?

How can i help others?

!

Areas of Interaction
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Concept/s:

   Concept Statement:

   

Why & how do we create?
What are the consequences? 

Human Ingenuity
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Health & Social 

Education

Santé et formation sociale

How do I think & act?
How am I changing?

How can I look after myself and others?

Environment

Enviro
nnem
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Where do we live?
What resources do we have or need?
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Community & Service

Communauté et 

Service

How do we live in relation to each other?
How can i contribute to the community?

How can i help others?

!
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Areas of Interaction - distilled!

Activity:

Now think of an image, metaphor, simile, story etc 
that you can use with your students to explain one of the 
AOI.  Write, draw or find an image that will help you in this 
explanation.  Be prepared to share this with others in your 
group. 
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To research and then 
create a model of an eco 
friendly house suitable 
for my city’s climate.

Analyse a range of eco friendly 
products available on the market 
for building homes.

Justify the decisions made in 
choosing one eco friendly material 
over another for my design.Human Ingenuity:

Your Project may focus on solving 
problems and how examining how 

things have been created. Also what 
are the positive and negative impacts of 

these creations?

Community and Service:
Your Project is focussed on your 
community either locally or beyond. Is it 
providing a worthwhile service for 
others or helping you to become a more 
responsible citizen?

Health & Social education:
Your Project may focus on caring for 
yourself, physically or mentally and 
enabling you to make good choices for 
keep healthy and happy.

Environments:
Natural, virtual and man made 
environments. Your Project may look at 
local and global issues. It may focus on  
what is your role both now and in the 
future.

Explore how an eco friendly house 
design will blend or enhance the 
existing environment where I live.

What are the existing local 
Government restrictions or 
incentives for eco friendly 
housing in my suburb?

Examine how I can build my 
awareness and understanding of 
other eco friendly products used 
in other countries that could be 
used here in Perth.

Evaluate how I can better inform 
my community of the benefits of 
designing an eco friendly house. 

Explain how a choosing eco 
friendly materials can improve the 
quality of life for my family.

Describe the ethical choices 
involved in choosing to use eco 
friendly materials and the impact 
in might have on the well being of 
my family or community?

Gary Green, PLC, Perth, 2011.
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Human Ingenuity:
Your Project may focus on solving 
problems and how examining how 

things have been created. Also what 
are the positive and negative impacts of 

these creations?

Community and Service:
Your Project is focussed on your 
community either locally or beyond. Is it 
providing a worthwhile service for 
others or helping you to become a more 
responsible citizen?

Health & Social education:
Your Project may focus on caring for 
yourself, physically or mentally and 
enabling you to make good choices for 
keep healthy and happy.

Environments:
Natural, virtual and man made 
environments. Your Project may look at 
local and global issues. It may focus on  
what is your role both now and in the 
future.

 

Gary Green, PLC, Perth, 2011.
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Areas of Interaction MYP requirements  
(From Principles into Practice Aug. 2008) 

 

Schools must use the student learning expectations provided for each area of interaction to: 

• plan the development of students’ ATL skills and thinking processes to ensure a logical progression of skills 

taught and reinforced over time 

• develop their own interim student learning expectations at each grade level to create a framework that 

ensures continuity and progression of learning in each area of interaction 

• provide ongoing professional development opportunities for teachers to further their understanding of the 

areas of interaction. 

Schools must ensure that: 

• the areas of interaction are central to unit planning; the student learning expectations and key questions will 

assist in refining the focus 

• they define “satisfactory” community and service, for the purposes of MYP certification 

• the areas of interaction are included appropriately at the beginning of planning for the personal project and 

continue to influence throughout 

• the areas of interaction are used to develop interdisciplinary units. 
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Session Three 
 
• Concepts 
 
• Concept statements 

 
•  Unit planner 
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MYP Unit planning 
 

Significant Concepts 
 

 

 

 

CONCEPTS 

In your groups define what is a CONCEPT? 

What differentiates a CONCEPT from TOPICS/CONTENT? 
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Rob Traver

70 EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIPIN1 ARCH 1998

Choosing the right questions can lead learners to higher, more meaningful achievement.

Many cherished school curriculum units are
intellectually weak and fragmented because teachers
and students really do not know what students are
supposed to learn. Consider, for example, the typical
elementary unit on ancient Egypt. In this curriculum,
kids learn about the pharaohs, the pyramids, Egyptian
myths, and geography. They examine hieroglyphs,
view the video Treasures ofTutankhamen, and make
papyrus-like paper. This hopping from activity to
activity goes on until the teacher decides it is time to
study something else. Unfortunately, the intellectual
outcome is a group of youngsters who recall pieces of
information: a pharaoh's name, a strange custom, or a
mental picture of the Sphinx. When these students and
teachers are asked what they've been doing for the past
few weeks, the answer is usually, "We studied the
ancient Egyptians." But one can study forever and not
get anywhere when the goal of learning is not clear.
Hundreds of teachers working with me in school-based
curriculum development teams in recent years have
afflrIned this concern. Regardless of how carefully the
individual activities and lessons are crafted, on close
inspection, the curriculums reveal a lack of intellectual
focus and coherence because the goals of study are not
explicit.

A key component that we have found absent from
the curriculum design is the guiding question.' A
guiding question is the fundamental query that directs
the starch for understanding. Everything in the
curriculum is studied for the purpose of answering it.
As - result of this function, guiding questions can
direct the curriculum author's choice of ideas and
activities and can transform the often disparate topics
from a scattered survey of the subject;! problem, or
theme, into a logical, coordinated instrument for
attaining knowledge. In addition, when a team, rather
than an individual, develops a curriculum, guiding
questions can help orchestrate the goals and expertise
of the team members.

With this in mind, imagine the improvement in the
ancient Egyptian unit if the teacher and students had
posed a well-designed question, such as "What is a
good life for ancient Egyptians?" or "Where did the
ancient Egyptians come from?" and "Where did they
go?" With these kinds of queries, myths, pharaohs, the
Nile, pyramid building, Ra, craftspeople, and
everything else in the unit serve a purpose because they
are needed to answer the question that everyone is
asking.

Guiding a Curriculum Team
Consider the power of a

guiding question in the following
example from a 9th grade cluster
team in southeastern
Massachusetts. The teachers,
whose subject areas are biology,
English, mathematics, social
studies, and Spanish, agree that
"endangered species" is a rich,
relevant topic for their students. In
the usual scenario for a
team-written curriculum, the
teachers, having agreed on the
topic, would go their separate
ways, teaching about endangered
species according to their
particular disciplines. As a result,
their students would probably
realize that
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the issue through contemporary
Spanish publications.

When these multiple approaches
focus on the same question, "Who will
survive?" and when teachers and
students routinely articulate this
question, the effect is to create an
underlying purpose and structure for
their work. Further, the question
encourages teachers to more closely
coordinate activities and assessments.
This degree of focus and coherence is
virtually unheard of in high school
programs and is not all that common in
middle and elementary grades.

Characteristics of Guiding
Questions

Not all questions are guiding
questions. Knowing their
characteristics is an important step
toward including them in disciplinary
and interdisciplinary curriculums.
Figure 1 provides examples from units
developed by teachers in Iowa,
Massachusetts, and Ohio.

First good guiding questions are open
ended; yet focus inquiry on a specific
topic. For example, "Whose America
is it?" is a good guiding question to
explore American culture. The query
specifies that knowledge about
America is sought, but it invites a

wide-ranging and inclusive
discussion by allowing that
America may be different things
to different people.

Second, guiding questions
are non judgmental, but
answering them requires
high-level cognitive work, such
as the development of a rich
description, model, evaluation,
or judgment. Note that none of
the questions in Figure 1
dictates or even suggests one or
more right (or wrong), or better
(or worse) answers. Anyone of
them may be addressed in
multiple ways. Moreover, these
questions encourage thinking,
because to answer them, the
learner must ask other questions.

Third, good guiding
questions contain emotive force
and intellectual bite. Questions
like "Whose America is it?"
"Who will survive?" "Where
does money go?" "What is
waste?" and "When are laws
fair?" have import. As students,
educators, and world citizens,
we must try to answer them.
Indeed, questions like these
could be used to guide K - 12

teaching and learning in national
curriculums.

Guiding questions can also
invigorate the study of localized
issues and traditional
disciplines. Kids will work hard
to answer, "What is a good
sneaker?" and "Who is a
friend?" and "What is fun?"
Math classes might puzzle over
"What's a good proof' Physics
can profit from "Where do
waves come from?" and "Where
do they go?" Biology will be
improved with "How are
organisms related?" And
English classes can try to
answer, "What is a good book?"

Fourth guiding questions are
succinct. They contain only a
handful of words-yet they
demand a lot. Often, long
questions appear to be good
candidates for guiding
questions, but rerming the
question to be open ended,
nonjudgmental, and important
will generally economize it.

their teachers are doing something
vaguely in common, but that there
certainly isn't any explicit
connection or intellectual
coherence from teacher to teacher,
subject to subject, or test to test. To
promote a different outcome,
however, the team develops a
guiding question based on
endangered species. The question
"Who will survive?" is , employed
in the following way. When the
English teacher selects narrative
accounts, she chooses them to
explore how American culture
values some organisms more than
others. The social studies teacher
examines the Endangered Species
Act as a political document. The
mathematics teacher emphasizes
exponential rates of expansion and
decay to describe changes in the
populations of plants and animals.
The biology teacher focuses on the
ecology and genetics of plant and
animal biodiversity. And the
foreign language teacher considers51
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Though markedly different, these
activities all belong to the same
unit. Indeed, at any time, students
and teachers can say, "We're doing
this because we're trying to answer
'What is a good sneaker?"

Questions That Do Not
Guide
To clarify the characteristics of
guiding questions, let's briefly

"What 15 crops account for nearly all
the world's agricultural production?"
Yet all three will directly contribute
to "Where does hunger come from?"

In comparison, generic questions
are exemplified by: "What is life?"
"How do humans communicate?" or
"Where do we fmd patterns?" These
appear to be good guiding questions
because they are open ended,
non judgmental, succinct, and promote
inquiry. And they have inclusive

appeal because they can
accommodate everyone's

fundamental query that directs the pet.s~bject, favored.
actIvIty, or personalIty.

search for understanding. Everything But like all generic
notions, they lack

in the curriculum is studied for the personality, concrete
referents, and intrinsic
interest, especially for
kids.

A guiding question is the

purpose of answering it.

How Do Educators Write
Good Guiding Questions?
Examine the topic, theme, or concept
of the curriculum. For some of the
preceding guiding questions, these
would be "American government,"

Focusing Curriculums
To see these characteristics in
action, consider the following
math/science/ special education
unit on "sneakers" (the footwear),
developed by two Boston high
school teachers in a vocational
program. The guiding question
"What is a good sneaker?"
provokes a range of reactions from
students. Some say a good sneaker
is one that looks cool. Others
answer that it can be bought at a
bargain price. Still others indicate
that a good sneaker won't wear out
before it is outgrown. And other
students suggest that a good
sneaker provides excellent traction
and ankle support on the basketball
court. This variety emerges
because the question reaches out to
embrace multiple points of view
and encourages links between
sneakers and topics such as youth
and cultural aesthetics, economics,
adolescent growth patterns, and
manufacturing and engineering.

examine two other kinds of
common queries that do not serve
as guiding questions. I call them
leading questions and generic
questions.

"Why is sexism bad?" is a
leading question because it
contains its own answer-sexism is
bad-while apparently inviting
intellectual exploration. Most
students quickly recognize such
questions, knowing that their
purpose is not to explore the idea,
but to advocate the conclusion. In
contrast, a more thought-provoking
and inclusive conversation will
emerge from "What is sexism?" or
"Where does sexism come from?
Where does it lead?" Other
examples of leading questions and
their guiding question replacements
appear in Figure 2.

Although they don't serve the
purpose of guiding questions,
leading questions are useful. If, for
example, the topic is "food and
hunger," the following will guide
poorly: "Why is there inequitable
distribution of food in the world?"
"How many kilocalories per day
does an average human need?" or

At the same time, the question
focuses the curriculum topics and
student learning by insisting that
all lessons answer the same
guiding question. For example,
consider these four activities:
1. Students use grinding wheels to

test the abrasion resistance of
soles of various sneaker brands.

2. Students survey sneaker prices
at various shoe retailers,
looking for relationships
between brands, models, prices,
store location, marketing, and
clientele.

3. Students compare sneaker
advertisements to discover
what advertisers think
consumers should value in
sneakers.

4. Students visit a sneaker factory
and pay special attention to the
quality control process.

51 | P a g e                                                                                



a good commercial?" subsumes
the second question, "How does
a commercial work?" because
describing a good commercial
entails discussing how it works.
Or readers may prefer the
question "Who watches
commercials?" and think that it
has more motivational power
than the ones the teachers chose.

There are no perfect guiding
questions; and the curriculum
design team and school context
influence the choice of guiding
questions. Yet criteria to generate
artful guiding questions can help.
And when educators determine
good guiding questions, much
better curriculum units are bound
to follow.

slightly different, and ultimately
more productive questions:
. What is an M&M?
. What is a good M&M

commercial?
. How do commercials affect

society?
. How do commercials convince

consumers to buy?
. Why use animation?
. Why does the M&M company

use commercials?
. What is entertaining in a

commercial?
. Who watches commercials?
. Why blue M&Ms?
. What is the purpose of a

commercial?

'I first encountered the idea of
guiding questions in Heidi Hayes
Jacobs' Interdisciplinary
Curriculum: Design and
Implementation (Alexandria, Va.:
ASCD) 1989, p. 59).

FIGURE2

Guiding Questions. Who will survive?.. What is a good sneaker?. Where does money come from?.. What is waste?
. How can good health be

obtained?
. What is a good school?

Leading Questions
. Should species be allowed to go

extinct?
. Why is Brand X better than Brand

Y?
. Is there equitable distribution of

wealth?. Why should America recycle?
. Should there be national health

care?. How can schools be improved?

species extinction," "sneakers," and
sexism. "Begin to write questions
that you believe will cause the
students to think about the topic,
but not dictate the direction or
outcome of their thinking. In other
words, write a succinct, open
ended, non judgmental question that
asks the students to evaluate the
theme. Remember that in the case
of an interdisciplinary curriculum,
the guiding question must be
accessible to all disciplines and
learners.

Another way to generate possible
guiding questions is to consider the
six queries that newspaper articles
answer: who, what, when, where,
how, and why. An additional device
is to put the word "good" in front of
the theme or object. For example,
"Who is a leader?" becomes "Who
is a good leader?" and "What is
music?" becomes "What is good
music?" This is an easy way to
create the call for judgment that is
the hallmark of an effective guiding
question. At other times, the topic
itself is so provocative that
judgment is implied in its
discussion. A topic like sexism,
survival, ownership, and fairness do
not need to have "good" attached -
to discuss them is to evaluate.

When generating guiding
questions, write several questions
without paying too much attention
to how perfectly they fulfill the
criteria of being: nonjudgmental,
open ended; intrinsically
interesting, and succinct.
Rather, generate a list with several
candidate questions. Then begin to
refme the list. It is difficult to write
more than two or three guiding
questions for a curriculum because
good guiding questions subsume
other questions.

Here is an example from a recent
workshop with middle school
teachers southeast of Boston who
were developing a curriculum to
help kids critically examine
advertising. In their effort to be
concrete, the teachers were working
with a commercial for M&M
candies. As they played with their
questions, however, they arrived at

Rob Traver is the Higher Education
Coordinator for the Massachusetts
Department of Education and
Lecturer on Education at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education. He
may be reached at PALMS 5th Floor,
Department of Educa tion, 350 Main
St., Maiden, MA 02148 (e-mail:
rtraver@doe. mass. ed

As the teachers worked through
this list, they decided that the topic
of commercials had enough
intrinsic appeal that they did not
need the specific commercial for
M&Ms to drive the unit, although it
would undoubtedly serve as one of
their best examples. The teachers
also noticed that some of the
questions had too much information
in them, such as "What is
entertaining in a commercial?" or
"How do commercials convince
consumers to buy?" Other
questions were too narrow, such as
"What is the purpose of a
commercial?"

Further refmements led the
teachers to realize that they were
ultimately interested in two
interrelated aspects of commercials:
the characteristics and functions of
good commercials. This led the
group to select two guiding
questions: "What is a good
commercial?" and "How does a
commercial work?"

The teachers eventually centered
on the perennially useful pair of
questions that ask about the what
and how of something. As with all
good guiding questions, these two
queries are not easily answered and
should give educators and students
room to explore.

In presenting this example, I do
not say that these questions are the
best of all questions. Readers may
say that the fIrst question, "What is5
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Command Terms in the Middle Years Programme 
 
“The command terms in the MYP have been adapted from the Diploma command terms. The thinking skills and cognitive processes represented 
by the command terms are an integral part of the daily communication that takes place between students and teachers during teaching and 
learning. It is important that students have a common understanding of their meanings and precise definitions as they indicate the level of 
thinking and type of performance and/or behaviour that is required.” (IBO Command Terms in the Middle Years Programme, 2010) 
 
 
Command Terms MYP Definitions 

Analyse Break down in order to bring out the essential elements or structure. To identify parts and relationships, and to interpret 
information to reach conclusions.  

Annotate Add brief notes to a diagram or graph.  
Apply Use knowledge and understanding in response to a given situation or real circumstances.  
Appraise Evaluate, judge or consider text or a piece of work.  
Argue Challenge or debate an issue or idea with the purpose of persuading or committing someone else to a particular stance or 

action.  
Calculate Obtain a numerical answer showing the relevant stages in the working.  
Classify Arrange or order by class or category.  
Comment Give a judgment based on a given statement or result of a calculation.  
Compare Give an account of the similarities between two (or more) items or situations, referring to both (all) of them throughout.  
Compare and 
contrast 

Give an account of the similarities and differences between two (or more) items or situations, referring to both (all) of 
them throughout.  

Construct Develop information in a diagrammatic or logical form.  
Contrast Give an account of the differences between two (or more) items or situations, referring to both (all) of them throughout.  
Deduce Reach a conclusion from the information given.  
Define Give the precise meaning of a word, phrase, concept or physical quantity.  
Demonstrate Prove or make clear by reasoning or evidence, illustrating with examples or practical application.  
Derive Manipulate a mathematical relationship to give a new equation or relationship.  
Describe Give a detailed account or picture of a situation, event, pattern or process. 
Design Produce a plan, simulation or model.  
Determine Obtain the only possible answer.  
Discuss Offer a considered and balanced review that includes a range of arguments, factors or hypotheses. Opinions or 

conclusions should be presented clearly and supported by appropriate evidence.  
Distinguish Make clear the differences between two or more concepts or items.  
Document Credit sources of information used by referencing (or citing) following one recognised referencing system. References 

should be included in the text and also at the end of the piece of work in a reference list or bibliography.  
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Command Terms in the Middle Years Programme 
 
Estimate Find an approximate value for an unknown quantity. 
Evaluate Assess the implications and limitations; make judgments about the ideas, works, solutions or methods in relation to 

selected criteria.  
Examine Consider an argument or concept in a way that uncovers the assumptions and interrelationships of the issue.  
Exemplify Represent with an example. 
Explain Give a detailed account including reasons or causes.  
Explore Undertake a systematic process of discovery.  
Formulate Express precisely and systematically the relevant concept(s) or argument(s).  
Identify Provide an answer from a number of possibilities. Recognise and state briefly a distinguishing fact or feature.  
Infer Deduce; reason from premises to a conclusion. Listen or read beyond what has been literally expressed.  
Interpret Use knowledge and understanding to recognise trends and draw conclusions from given information.  
Investigate Observe, study, or make a detailed and systematic examination, in order to establish facts and reach new conclusions.  
Justify Give valid reasons or evidence to support an answer or conclusion.  
Label Add title, labels or brief explanation(s) to a diagram or graph.  
List Give a sequence of brief answers with no explanation.  
Measure Find the value for a quantity.  
Outline Give a brief account.  
Predict Give an expected result of an upcoming action or event.  
Present Offer for display, observation, examination or consideration.  
Prove Use a sequence of logical steps to obtain the required result in a formal way.  
Recall Remember or recognise from prior learning experiences.  
Reflect Think about deeply; consider.  
Recognise Identify through patterns or features.  
Show Give the steps in a calculation or derivation.  
Sketch Represent by means of a diagram or graph (labelled as appropriate). The sketch should give a general idea of the required 

shape or relationship, and should include relevant features.  
Solve Obtain the answer(s) using appropriate methods.  
State Give a specific name, value or other brief answer without explanation or calculation.  
Suggest Propose a solution, hypothesis or other possible answer.  
Summarise Abstract a general theme or major point(s). 
Synthesize Combine different ideas in order to create new understanding.  
Use Apply knowledge or rules to put theory into practice.  
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Session Four 
 
• Faculty time to build units 
of inquiry 
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Area of Interaction Focus
Which AOI will be the focus?
Why have we chosen this?

Significant Concept(s)
What are the big ideas? What do 
we want our students to retain 

for years into the future?

MYP Unit Question
!!

!

Through the investigation of _______________________________________ students will: 

Awareness and Understanding

Reflection:

Taking Action/Involvement through Service (C&S only)

!

Awareness 
& 

Understa
nding

R
eflection

Involvement

School Specific - Not IB Official
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Area of Interaction Focus
Which AOI will be the focus?
Why have we chosen this?

Significant Concept(s)
What are the big ideas? What do 
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MYP unit planner 

Unit title   

Teacher(s)   

Subject and grade level   

Time frame and duration   

Stage 1: Integrate significant concept, area of interaction and unit question 

Area of interaction focus 
Which area of interaction will be our focus? 

Why have we chosen this? 

  Significant concept(s) 
What are the big ideas? What do we want our students to retain 

for years into the future? 

 

 

 

 

MYP unit question 

 

 

 

Assessment 
What task(s) will allow students the opportunity to respond to the unit question? 

What will constitute acceptable evidence of understanding? How will students show what they have understood? 

 

 

Which specific MYP objectives will be addressed during this unit?

 

 

Which MYP assessment criteria will be used?

 

 

 

Stage 2: Backward planning: from the assessment to the learning activities through inquiry 

Content 
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What knowledge and/or skills (from the course overview) are going to be used to enable the student to respond to the unit question? 

What (if any) state, provincial, district, or local standards/skills are to be addressed? How can they be unpacked to develop the significant concept(s) for stage 1? 

 

 

 

Approaches to learning 
How will this unit contribute to the overall development of subject‐specific and general approaches to learning skills? 

 

 

Learning experiences 

How will students know what is expected of them? Will they see 
examples, rubrics, templates? 

How will students acquire the knowledge and practise the skills 
required? How will they practise applying these? 

Do the students have enough prior knowledge? How will we know? 

 

Teaching strategies 

How will we use formative assessment to give students feedback during the unit? 

What different teaching methodologies will we employ? 

How are we differentiating teaching and learning for all? How have we made 
provision for those learning in a language other than their mother tongue? How have 
we considered those with special educational needs? 

   

 

 

Resources 
What resources are available to us? 

How will our classroom environment, local environment and/or the community be used to facilitate students’ experiences during the unit? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ongoing reflections and evaluation 

In keeping an ongoing record, consider the following questions. There are further stimulus questions at the end of 
the “Planning for teaching and learning” section of MYP: From principles into practice. 
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Students and teachers 

What did we find compelling? Were our disciplinary knowledge/skills challenged in any way? 

What inquiries arose during the learning? What, if any, extension activities arose? 

How did we reflect—both on the unit and on our own learning? 

Which attributes of the learner profile were encouraged through this unit? What opportunities were there for student‐initiated action? 

Possible connections  

How successful was the collaboration with other teachers within my subject group and from other subject groups? 

What interdisciplinary understandings were or could be forged through collaboration with other subjects? 

Assessment 

Were students able to demonstrate their learning? 

How did the assessment tasks allow students to demonstrate the learning objectives identified for this unit? How did I make sure students were invited to 
achieve at all levels of the criteria descriptors? 

Are we prepared for the next stage? 

Data collection  

How did we decide on the data to collect? Was it useful? 
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Evaluating MYP Unit Planners 
	  
Significant Concept 

Descriptor Level 
The significant concept statement fails to identify a big idea, rather it identifies other aspects of learning such as knowledge, skills or attitudes. 0 
The significant concept of the unit is apparent only on close analysis of the concept statement, although other aspects of learning such as skills or 
knowledge are included. It is subject-specific. 

1 
The significant concept of the unit is included within a concept statement, although it could not be considered a real-life concept. It could only apply 
to a single subject and its use in other subjects would not be appropriate. 

2 
The significant concept of the unit is clearly identified as a real-life concept and is written as a concise statement. The concept could apply to more 
than one subject. 

3 
Comments 
 

Level 
 

 

 
The Areas of Interaction 

Descriptor Level 
There is little or no attempt to show how student learning can be enhanced 
by the integration of any area of interaction. 

0 
More than one area of interaction is identified. These provide little more than “links” to the unitʼs concept that is content-laden. Multiple directions 
are implied—or some ideas are provided—for student inquiry, although these may have little relevance to the significant concept. 

1 
One area of interaction is stated and it may be approaches to learning. There is a weak connection that can be made with the identified concept. There 
is an attempt to show how teachers and students might use the area for inquiry, although the connections might not be clear. 

2 
One area of interaction (not approaches to learning) is explicitly stated and forms the context of the entire unit. It has clear and close connections 
with the identified significant concept/big idea. The area of interaction focus guides both teacher and student inquiry into the significant concept/big idea 
in a real-world context. 

3 

Comments 
 
 

Level 
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Evaluating MYP Unit Planners 
	  
MYP Unit Question 

Open Ended Relevant and Engaging Challenging and provocative Significant Level 
The question: The question: The question: The question:  
• is “closed”, requiring a yes/no 
response (typical questions start 
with “can”, “does”, “should”, “do”, 
“will”). 

• does not provide for student involvement 
• fails to interest students. 

• does not seek to extend studentsʼ 
capacities for new understandings. 

• is irrelevant to studentsʼ lives. 0 

• is content specific 
• presumes that the answer could 
be known in advance, looked up or 
easily derived without serious 
thinking. 

• is isolated from 
studentsʼ prior knowledge and experience 
• is phrased in adult language and adult 
thinking 
• provides for little student interest. 

• provides few opportunities for students to 
develop their understandings or skills. 

• requires a response based on factual 
recall or the simple stating of an opinion 
that has little depth 
• is teacher centred or text centred 
• has little relevance to studentsʼ lives. 

1 

• is not content specific 
• requires a response that is likely 
to be the same from student to 
student 
• has boundaries set by the 
teacher. 

• attempts to make connections to 
studentsʼ prior learning 
• is a “simplified” version of an “adult 
question” 
• requires some student involvement. 

• seeks a limited extension of student 
knowledge and understanding 
• provides some opportunities for students 
to increase their understandings and 
competencies. 

• suggests or hints at a real world context 
• is connected to an aspect of 
adolescentsʼ lives, although it may not be 
age appropriate. 

2 

• is not content specific 
• is “open” such as ”how”, “why” 
• is designed so that students can 
explore a variety of possibilities. 

• assumes a degree of prior knowledge 
and experience 
• “hooks” student interest in an age-
appropriate manner 
• is phrased in student-friendly language 
• provides ways for students to be actively 
involved. 

• seeks to extend prior knowledge and 
understandings 
• provides for varied ways in which 
students can increase their understandings 
and competencies 
• could contain an unfamiliar big idea which 
requires “unpacking”. 

• is student centred 
• encourages students to consider the 
unitʼs big idea and to reflect on it in the 
context of their adolescent world. 

3 

Comments 
 
 

Level 
 

 
 
Culminating Task 

Descriptor Level 
The culminating task is content-based and does not provide opportunities for students to demonstrate their understanding of the concept, skills and subject 
specific knowledge. 

0 
The culminating task provides students with limited opportunities to demonstrate their understanding of the significant concept/big idea; the emphasis is on 
demonstrating developed skills and knowledge. The task requires students to use a limited range of approaches to learning skills and subject knowledge that 
have few connections with the objectives that frame the unit. Students are directed to communicate their learning in one way. 

1 

The culminating task allows students to demonstrate their understanding of the significant concept/big idea, although it may seem prescriptive and restrict 
student options. The task requires students to use skills, some of which may be represented in the objectives framed by the unit, and selected subject-specific 
knowledge. There is some choice in the way that students communicate their learning, although these may not align with the objectives. 

2 

The culminating task is open-ended and designed for students to demonstrate their understanding of the significant concept/big idea. The task allows students 
to use their developed approaches to learning skills that are aligned with the MYP objectives identified in stage 2 of the planner, and their specific-subject 
knowledge. The task provides multiple ways for students to communicate their learning and aligns with the MYP objectives that frame the unit. 

3 

Comments Level 
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MYP requirements for planning for teaching and learning 
(From Principles into Practice Aug. 2008) 

 

Schools must 

• have a whole‐school approach to curriculum planning 

• plan the curriculum in collaborative teams 

• plan vertically and horizontally, that is from year 1 to year 5 of the programme and by grade level 

• plan and document the curriculum in terms of subject content (including conceptual understanding and skills) 

that will allow students to reach the prescribed objectives 

• plan the contexts for learning through the areas of interaction 

• plan individual MYP units of work using the practices described in this guide 

• provide professional development opportunities for teachers to further their understanding of the principles of 

the programme. 
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Session Five 
 
• Visible Thinking 
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Visible 
Thinking 
 
(Notes and information supplied based on 
a Harvard University online course 
entitled ‘Wide World’). 
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Visible Thinking: 
 

• Out of Project Zero from Harvard University.  
• David Perkins and Ron Ritchart were the architects of the project. 
• Visible thinking is “any kind of observable representation that documents and 

supports the development of an individual’s or groups ongoing thoughts, 
questions, reasons, and reflections.” (Tishman, Palmer, 2005). 

• Visible thinking requires an organising structure, which are called routines. 
These routines require active processing and engagement. (Questions, 
connecting to prior knowledge, probing new ideas, connecting new 
knowledge to old). 

• Visible thinking performs an important diagnostic function (we can see 
learning taking place). Knowledge is a living thing. Visually representing it 
improves connectivity and allows students to authentically build and 
understand how their learning is evolving.  

• Visible thinking values collaboration to broaden experiences and knowledge 
and encourage participation.  

• Visible thinking changes the classroom culture by validating the students’ ideas 
and development of their thinking. It sends a clear signal that thinking is 
valued. 

 
Thinking: 
 

• Students need to understand that learning is a consequence of thinking. 
• Good thinking is a matter of both skills and dispositions. By dispositions we 

mean attributes or habits like open mindedness, curiosity, imagination, 
scepticism. See learner profile connect!!!!! 

• Thinking is a social endeavour. The power of collaborative engagement leads 
to potentially more powerful thinking. 

• Fostering thinking requires making thinking visible. It allows students to 
externalise their thoughts, is effective because we can see how our thinking is 
evolving and allows great opportunity for deeper reflection. 

• Schools that have rich cultures of teaching provide the foundation for the 
classroom. At Bialik School in Victoria, they have teacher study groups that 
look at action research, classroom observation, and reading and on the 
cultural forces that exist in the classroom.  

• In your classroom practice, encourage thinking by asking:  “Why makes you 
say that?  How so?  How do you now this? Asking students to valid their 
ideas on a continual basis is essential. It a fundamental building block of 
getting students to reason. (I think this……because…..) 

 
Thinking Routines: 
 

• A routine is something that can be a procedure or process or pattern of 
action that is used repeatedly to accomplish a specific task or goal. Routines 
are NOT strategies because we use them over and over again so that the 
students become familiar with them and are really the ways in which students 
go about the process of learning. 
 

66 | P a g e                                                                                



• The key to routines is that they are: 
 

ü Goal orientated and they target specific types of thinking. 
ü Used repeatedly 
ü Consist of only a few steps 
ü Is easy to support  
ü Can be used in a variety of contexts 
ü Group or individual use 

 
Artful Thinking and thinking routines: 
 
Artful thinking uses art as a touchstone to stimulate student-thinking experiences. 
 
Normally we focus on thinking skills as our aim such as reasoning, problem solving 
etc. Artful thinking suggests that building-thinking habits (dispositions) shows that 
motivation, values, context, and alertness to opportunity, curiosity and open-
mindedness that lead to intellectual behaviours that develop thinking dispositions. 
 
Artful thinking suggests that there are six thinking dispositions that lead to using art 
and images to develop thinking: 
 

1. Questioning and investigating 
2. Observing and describing 
3. Comparing and connecting 
4. Finding complexity 
5. Exploring Viewpoints 
6. Reasoning 

 
Acknowledgement: 
 
These resources were taken from Wide World, which is an online course run by 
Harvard University. The link to the information where this information has been 
taken from is: 
http://wideworld.gse.harvard.edu/MYWIDE/ 
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Session Six 
 
• Collaboration 
• Interdisciplinary 
connections 
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Collaboration:
Personal Reflection......

What are the collaborative strengths you bring to your faculty?

Which collaborative attributes are the ones you feel are 
most important for your students to demonstrate or 
develop?

What are some faculty based collaborative agreements you think 
are important to work cooperatively in your faculty and with 
others in a more interdisciplinary way?
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Session 
Seven: 
 
• Differentiation 
• Learning and thinking 
   styles 
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Differentiation Strategies for Inquiry:

Content Process Product Environment (affect)
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Session Eight 
 
• Personal Project as the 
ultimate authentic inquiry 
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iSmart Goal

Source:  Adapted from: Australian Growth Coaching:http://www.australiangrowthcoaching.com/

Inspiration
Why I want to do this and what do 
I want to get out of this? (Criteria B)

Specify
What is your product going to look 
like, sound like and or feel like?

Measurable
What is going to indicate the 
completion of your goal? Think 
about your design specifications.

Achievable
Think about the obstacles that may 
prevent you from succeeding and  
find solutions to them. (Time, 
resources, skill set, prior knowledge, 
attitude.....)

Rewards
What do you get out of this? How 
do you grow intellectually and/or 
emotionally?

Time bound
What is the end point? Backward 
plan from here, highlighting the 
milestones/targets needed to 
achieve your goal. You must attach 
times/dates to stay focused and 
motivated. (Criteria B)

Draft Goal 
(One sentence is best)

To research.......(focus of learning)

to produce .......(state product)

for ..........................(audience level)
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Area of Interaction

Source:  www.occ.ibo.com

Which Area of Interaction and why?

Student Learning Expectations:

The SLE statements add further clarity and specificity on how the inquiry could evolve according to three parameters;  awareness and understanding, 
reflection, action.  Now use or adapt an SLE from your school to show how it will connect to and then drive your Personal Project inquiry.

Awareness and Understanding
(Research)

Reflection
(How can you use the research to act)

Action
(Plan, culmination, conclusion decisions made)

This statement (SLE)  fits my Project 
because......

This statement (SLE)  fits my Project 
because......

This statement (SLE)  fits my Project 
because......
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