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PRACTICE: INQUIRY SKILL DEVELOPMENT 
IN A SECOND GRADE CLASSROOM 


Duncan entered a second grade classroom and the regular teachers turned the class over to him. He told the students that their task would be to identify the number he had in mind

The children were obviously familiar with this kind of game and immediately began waving their hands to be called on. "Is it even?" one student asked. "Is it a number (as opposed to a symbol)?" asked another. "Does it have more than three digits?" "Is it black?" "Is it in a row marked with a vowel?" 

Throughout the exchange, Duncan worked with students to summarize what they had learned so far: "We know that the number is this, this, and this, so what have we eliminated?" He also stimulated students to ask more incisive questions: "Can you think of a question that will eliminate more than one row?" At no time did Duncan rush students while they were trying--sometimes struggling--to formulate their questions. In addition, Duncan spoke to the students by name and behaved in a warm and friendly manner toward them. There was a high level of participation and enthusiasm in this and the other classes observed. 

Students in this game were at liberty to attempt to identify the mystery number at any point, keeping in mind that they would be eliminated from the game if mistaken. When a student attempted to identify the number, Duncan asked him or her for a line of reasoning: "What three things make you think it's that number?" If a student was incorrect in an attempt to identify the number, Duncan went over the student's line of reasoning with him/her and with the class to determine where the problem lay. 

Duncan and the students played three more rounds in this class, with progressively more restrictive rules: no color questions, no number-of-digit questions, etc. In the final round, the student who had identified the previous mystery number chose a new mystery number, and Duncan helped to facilitate the question-and-answer exchange of this student and her classmates. 



*** Practice: Inquiry Skill Development *** *** in a Third Grade Classroom *** 



A similar number chart was used for a game with a class of third graders, but the game structure was more complex. Students could each ask two yes-or-no questions and receive two answers, but Duncan did not tell them which answer went with which question. This produced an array of summaries such as, "We know it's either blue or in the third row (neither blue nor in the third row, both blue and in the third row)." When a student formulated a question based on his/her memory of previous answers, Duncan asked a question such as, "Why did you put it that way instead of this way (asking a related question)?" This gave the student an opportunity to describe the process of elimination represented by the questions which had been asked up to that point. Other variations of the game followed this one. One game was limited to 15 "no" answers--a rule which motivated students to ask well thought-out questions that would eliminate the maximum number of alternatives. In another game, students were allowed brief conferences so as to draw upon one another's recall of facts revealed up to that point in the game. 

In this class as in the second grade class, Duncan acknowledged incisive, creative approaches, saying such things as "Good question!" and "Very good strategy!"

