
6 The Write Path History/Social Science: Interactive Teaching and Learning

Inquiry in History/Social Science for Critical Thinking
Based on what we know through brain research, learning has to be organized in such a way that students 
can build on existing schema to create new neural pathways.  Pathways are only built if the brain has an 
opportunity to “wrestle” with new information—to figure out how the new fits with the old.  This “wrestling” 
is best accomplished when we ask students to work actively with new information—they have to think, talk, 
write, read, and ask questions.  When students are passive recipients of information there is very little cognitive 
wrestling and critical thinking and therefore very little long-term learning—new pathways are unlikely to be 
formed. Additionally, brain research helps us understand students’ motivation and engagement.  Spencer Kagan 
tells us that when learning is social, it helps carry rigorous inquiry—it helps make the critical inquiry worthwhile 
by engaging the social mammalian part of our brain.  To maintain interest and motivation, the brain needs that 
social engagement, but it also needs emotionally engaging, relevant, and thought-provoking topics to excite the 
amygdala and keep the brain’s attention on the rigorous topic.  Daniel Willingham reminds us that we don’t like to 
think unless the conditions are right: we need the brain to be engaged at all of these multiple levels. 

For example, if the history/social science teacher wants to engage students with a challenging text, students 
are more likely to be able to comprehend and maintain attention to that text if the teacher provides multiple 
opportunities for learners to use critical reading strategies for comprehension and to write, talk, and ask questions 
about that text.  

Inquiry is the foundation upon which all progress is borne. Scientifically, it begins with a hypothesis, but it is 
“the question” that moves the learner to action, whether that question is an explicit question or a set of implicit 
questions that drive the process of working through ideas to a solution. Questioning the text and questioning 
what is seen, heard or discussed is at the heart of the history/social science classroom as is the learner questioning 
his/her own thinking or learning, making the implicit questions more “visible” in the process. Inquiry is inherent 
in the act of creating a visual, a written piece, formulating an oral, physical, or musical response. The key is 
for teachers to establish an environment where it is safe for students to engage in authentic inquiry, where 
wondering, questioning, and hypothesizing are fostered and students recognize how to push each other’s 
thinking to higher levels. 

To understand what it means to move to higher levels of cognition, AVID uses Arthur Costa’s Levels of Thinking.  
Benjamin Bloom’s Taxonomy is also a point of reference and can be used just as well, but students seem to find 
Costa’s hierarchy easier to remember (three tiers vs. Bloom’s six tiers).  Costa’s levels can be described as: 

Level 1: Input: This is the level at which we find, gather, identify, and recall information; 
it requires us to think literally.

Level 2: Processing: This is the level at which we make sense of information, using what 
we know from our sources to make connections and create relationships; it requires us to 
think analytically and inferentially. 

Level 3: Output: This is the level at which we apply information and try it out in new 
situations; it requires us to think creatively, evaluatively, and hypothetically. 
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3.13: Inquiry in Tutorial

Costa’s Levels of Thinking and Questioning:
Social Studies

LEVEL 1

•	What information is provided?

•	What are you being asked to 
find?

•	When did the event take place?

•	Point to the . . . 

•	List the . . . 

•	Name the . . . 

•	Where did . . . ?

•	What is . . . ?

•	Who was/were . . . ?

•	Make a map of . . . 

LEVEL 2

•	What would happen to you if . . . ?

•	Can you see other relationships 
that will help you find this 
information?

•	Would you have done the same 
thing as . . . ?

•	What occurs when . . . ?

•	If you were there, would you . . . ?

•	How would you solve this problem 
in your life?

•	Compare and contrast _______  
to __________.

•	What other ways could ______  
be interpreted?

•	What things would you have used 
to . . . ?

•	What is the main idea in this piece 
(event)?

•	What information supports your 
explanation?

•	What was the message in this 
event?

•	Explain the concept of . . . 

•	Give me an example of . . . 

LEVEL 3

•	Design a _____ to show . . . 

•	Predict what will happen to 
_____ as ______ is changed.

•	What would it be like to live . . . ?

•	Write a new ending to the event.

•	Describe the events that might 
occur if . . . 

•	Pretend you are . . . 

•	What would the world be like  
if . . . ?

•	How can you tell if your analysis 
is reasonable?

•	What do you think will happen to 
______?  Why?

•	What significance is this event in 
the global perspective?

•	What is most compelling to you 
in this ______?  Why?

•	Do you feel _______ is ethical?  
Why or why not?
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1  Analysis using Author, Context, Audience, 
Purpose, Significance (ACAPS)

ACAPS guides students through the process of “ways of thinking” when analyzing primary sources. This means 
considering how the background of the author, the context of the time, the audience being addressed and the 
purpose of the source all effect its meaning and significance.

This process of thinking can be used for all types of primary sources.

Instructions:

Have students analyze the primary source they have been assigned by answering the following questions.

Author
Who created the source? What do you know about this person or his/her point of view? How might this affect 
the source’s meaning?

Context
When and where was the source created? How might this affect its meaning?

Audience
For what audience was this source created? How might this affect its meaning?

Purpose
For what reason was this source created? How might this affect its meaning?

Significance
What can be learned or inferred from this source? What is its main idea? Why is it important?
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2  using Photographs  
in Historical Investigations

Photographs are primary sources that record a visual picture of the past. They can often provide valuable 
information as well as have an emotional impact on the viewer. However, these moments in time must be placed in 
a broader context in order not to mislead the viewer.

Instructions:

Provide students with a photograph and then have them conduct an historical investigation by identifying, 
examining and evaluating the photograph.

Identify the Photograph
 1. Who took the picture and when?

 2. Who was the intended audience?

 3. Why was the photograph taken? 

Examine the Photograph
 1.  Divide the photograph into several parts and make a list of objects pictured. Examine the background, 

individuals, groups or objects.

 2. Describe the action or the subject of the photograph.

 3. What details in the photograph yield the most information?

Evaluate the Photograph
 1 Based on what can be seen in the photograph, what facts are likely to be true?

 2. Explain the impact this photograph may have had on viewers in the past. 

 3. What questions do you have about this photograph?

 4. In what ways might this photograph be misleading?




