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ABSTRACT
This seven-cohort mixed methods study examines student engagement in their learning in
higher education utilizing inquiry-based learning. The study was conducted in varied settings
(on-campus, in community, and study abroad), and across various degree levels
(undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral) in social work education. Study results reveal an
increase in participant reflective and integrative learning, and an increase in higher-order
learning. Qualitative findings support the results through four emergent themes: (1)
experience of inquiry-based learning, (2) adjustments required for learning process, (3)
impactful facilitators to learning, and (4) developing deep learning. Implications and
recommendations are offered for higher education and professional programs.
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INTRODUCTION
This study explores student engagement in their learning through the application of inquiry-

based learning in social work education across seven cohorts ranging from undergraduate to doctoral
students. Inquiry-based learning is a teaching strategy that facilitates active learning through a self-
directed, question-driven search for understanding that affords the opportunity to explore a subject and
develop central questions through their exploration (Hudspith & Jenkins, 2001; Justice et al., 2002).
When used as a pedagogic tool, inquiry-based learning is a process about discovery and systematically
moving to higher and deeper levels of understanding. Inquiry allows students to explore individual
interests and develop critical-thinking skills that lead to personal discovery and deeper understanding of
their central question. For example, a report to the Alberta Ministry of Education links inquiry-based
learning to the development of critical thinking skills (Alberta Education, 2010), while a number of
researchers (Hudspith & Jenkins, 2001; Taylor & Parsons, 2011; Saunders-Stewart, Gyles, & Shore,
2012) report finding an increase in student engagement using inquiry-based learning as a teaching
method.
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One challenge in understanding the uptake of inquiry-based learning in higher education is the
absence of a widely agreed-upon definition (Furtak, Seidel, Iverson, & Briggs, 2012). In our study, we
approached inquiry-based learning as a student-centered approach to learning that promotes student
freedom, choice, and decision making about their own topic and development of their own questions
(Little, 2010; MacKinnon, 2017; Wright, 2011). For some, inquiry-based learning has multiple forms of
delivery and support: structured, guided, or open inquiry (Spronken-Smith & Walker, 2010). Thought
of on a spectrum, types of inquiry-based learning reflect varied levels of instructor support and student
independence. In structured inquiry, the instructor offers greater support through increased structure.
For example, students explore a topic that is chosen by the instructor. Whereas, in open inquiry, students
choose their own topic for inquiry, make all decisions about their learning process, and receive minimal
guidance from the instructor (Spronken-Smith & Walker, 2010). Based on findings from our study, we
agree with prior study in social work education that reveals students’ initial need for more structure and
guidance (Yesudhas, Lait, Josy, & Impana, 2014) while also moving through guided and open inquiry.

Despite a good understanding of inquiry-based learning as used in grades K-12 (Friesen &
Scott, 2013), much less is known about inquiry-based learning in higher education. Disciplines such as
science, mathematics, education, and nursing have taken up inquiry-based learning, noting such benefits
as increased student engagement in their learning and the development of critical thinking skills. In
social work education, this same skill development is necessary, yet few studies of inquiry-based learning
appear in social work literature (Braye, Labacq, Mann, & Midwinter, 2003; Plowright & Watkins, 2004;
Yesudhas et al,, 2014; Zorn & Seelmeyer, 2017). Given the social justice lens in social work (Pulliam,
2017), the integration of inquiry-based learning into the classroom would be a means to advancing
social work’s commitment to social justice. Studies reveal that inquiry-based learning problematizes the
traditional student/teacher relationship and instead promotes a more egalitarian relationship, where
both positions share the role of knowledge creation whereby a student (learner) can be a teacher and a
teacher can be a (learner) student (Little, 2010; Levy & Petrulis, 2012; Saunders-Stewart et al., 2012).

Our study revealed the ways in which inquiry-based learning can support student engagement in
their learning across program levels and through multiple methods and contexts. We examined the
student experience of inquiry-based learning in undergraduate and graduate education when it is
introduced in a structured way, with guidance provided through the development of inquiry questions,
then supported with guided and open inquiry for the remainder of the courses. Our findings on the
experiences of social work students add to the research literature on inquiry-based learning as used with
social work students. Specifically, our research addressed the following question: In what ways do
student experiences with inquiry-based learning explain student engagement in social work education?

THEORETICAL FRAME

Traditionally, teachers transfer information and knowledge to students, and students receive it,
similar to the banking method discussed by Freire (1988). This didactic relationship of teacher as
knowledge keeper and student as knowledge receiver limits student questioning and leaves little space
for student engagement (Buckner & Kim, 2014). In contrast, inquiry-based learning promotes and
fosters student engagement as partners in knowledge creation, existing knowledge (Aditomo, Goodyear,
Bliuc, & Ellis, 2013), and new knowledge (Kuhlthau, Maniotes, & Caspari, 2015), and as such, their
direct and active role is encouraged (Little, 2010). Inquiry-based learning requires deep engagement



with subject material and the inquiry process (Justice, Rice, Roy, Hudspith, & Jenkins, 2009) and often
lends itself to improved relationships and partnership between teacher and student (Buckner & Kim,
2014; Little, 2010).

Inquiry-based learning falls within a constructivist worldview, and our experiences with it can be
understood using a lens of constructivism and social constructivism, while social constructivism has a
focus on learning that comes from interactions with others (Miller-Young & Yeo, 2015). During the
inquiry process, students construct knowledge from new and former knowledge to create new subjective
realities. Situated within the constructivist tradition, inquiry-based learning recognizes multiple ways of
knowing and positions students as co-constructors of knowledge and instructors as facilitators and
learners (Apedoe & Reeves, 2006; McKinney, 2014; Saunders-Stewart et al., 2012; Spronken-Smith &
Walker, 2010; Woolf, 2017; Yesudhas et al., 2014). In doing so, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2001) assert,
critical questions such as what is valued as knowledge, who creates it, and who has access to it are raised
and deconstructed. In concert with ideas of constructivism, inquiry-based learning also aims to change
the relationship, with power shared between student and teacher (Levy, 2012; Saunders-Stewart et al.,
2012).

We studied student engagement in social work education through inquiry-based learning and
then applied inquiry-based learning as the theoretical framework to examine student engagement in
their learning. The project illustrates our conceptualization and application of inquiry-based learning in
seven varied undergraduate and graduate social work courses as we examined student experiences of
inquiry-based learning in social work education. Our findings include connections between student
engagement in their learning and the increase in higher-order learning and reflective and integrative
learning.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Inquiry-based learning is a pedagogical method that engages students in investigating real-world
problems and making action plans (Yesudhas et al., 2014). In some higher education disciplines,
inquiry-based learning is defined in context as a set of instructional practices that are designed to
engender high-order intellectual and academic skills, particularly for the dual purpose of seeking
knowledge and grounding teaching theory in an inquiry-based process (Justice et al., 2009). Justice,
Warry, Cuneo, Inglis, Miller, Rice, and Sammon (2002) propose a five-stage pedagogical process: (1)
engaging with a topic through a review of the literature, (2) developing questions, (3) gathering and
analyzing data, (4) synthesizing and communicating the new knowledge, and (5) evaluating the output.
Levy (2012) promotes inquiry-based learning as a sequential process through identifying, pursuing,
producing, and authoring. Hudspith and Jenkins (2001) add that inquiry-based learning is artful and
creative, allowing students to develop critical-thinking skills. Regardless of how it is defined, the purpose
of inquiry as a pedagogic tool is to help students develop the necessary skills to enable them to explore
and find answers to their central question (Hudspith & Jenkins, 2001).

It is well documented in the research literature that inquiry-based learning is likely to give
students more benefit in terms of deep learning and understanding through increased student
engagement than do traditional teaching approaches (Dunleavy & Milton, 2009; Healey, 2005;
Hudspith & Jenkins, 2001; Yesudhas et al., 2014). Student-focused approaches such as inquiry-based
learning allow learners to construct their own knowledge through active participation such as



undertaking their own projects or gaining experience through applied research or consultancy through
work-based learning (Healey, 2005). Aditomo, Goodyear, Bliuc, and Ellis (2013) have found that the
educators hoped that inquiry-based learning would allow students to think critically about their personal
paradigms and the impact on their practice.

In higher education, inquiry-based learning is perceived as fostering students’ perception of
themselves as part of a professional community and academic professionals rather than students of a
subject (Little, 2010). Informed by constructivist ways of knowing, inquiry-based learning inspires an
approach of shared power and empowerment. Although inquiry-based learning has been adopted in
various disciplines in higher education, there is limited documentation of its use in social work research
literature.

Inquiry-based learning in social work education
Our review of the literature revealed only four publications on the use of inquiry-based learning

in academic journals and social work-related databases. We searched Social Service Review, Social Work
Abstracts, Sociological Collection, PsycINFO, Google Scholar, SocINDEX, and ERIC specifically for
inquiry-based learning in social work education or higher education, and we searched targeted social
work journals (British Journal of Social Work, Journal of Social Work, Canadian Social Work Review,
Journal of Teaching in Social Work, Journal of Social Work Education) and a variety of journals that focus
on studies in higher education.

Of the four studies we found, Plowright and Watkins (2004) examine inquiry-based learning in a
social work program in the United Kingdom. They differentiate inquiry-based learning and problem-
based learning, situating inquiry-based learning as exploratory, extending and promoting integrated
professional understanding and problem-based learning as reflective of negative connotations of social
work’s history (Plowright & Watkins, 2004). The focus of utilizing inquiry-based learning is on student
curiosity, promoting wide exploration, critical reflection, and openness to possible explanations and
interventions (Plowright & Watkins, 2004).

Braye, Labacq, Mann, and Midwinter (2003) report on an examination of inquiry-based
learning within social work law. Yesudhas, Lait, Josy, and Impana (2014 ) reflect on the application of
inquiry-based learning outside of the classroom in field education among social work students in
Mumbeai, India, noting the advantage of inquiry-based learning as a teaching and learning strategy that
permits students to participate in the co-creation of knowledge. Despite this pedagogical advantage, the
authors find, to take full advantage of inquiry-based learning, students require greater information
literacy and more student engagement than they do in traditional teaching approaches (Yesudhas et al,,
2014).

In Germany, Zorn and Seelmeyer (2017) used inquiry-based learning with information and
communication technologies in a social work seminar course. Arguing that technological education
should be a central component of social work, the authors assert that inquiry-based learning as a
pedagogical method is most appropriate for teaching social workers technological literacy and preparing
for future practice. In two of the studies (Braye et al, 2003; Zorn & Seelmeyer, 2017), a guided version of
inquiry-based learning is utilized, limiting student choice by instructor directive (the instructors

provided the topic to be explored).



Based on our literature review, we included in our project a number of learning activities to
support students’ inquiry-based learning journey with information literacy and engagement. In our
study, we intended inquiry-based learning as a student-centered approach promoting student freedom,
choice, and decision making about their own topic and question formulation (MacKinnon, 2017;
Wright, 2011). Understanding the need for initial guidance, we provided structure and guidance to the
point of development of the inquiry question.

Study context
We developed our understanding and utilization of inquiry-based learning over time the last

eight years, through trial and error, starting slowly with an activity, moving to an assessment task and
eventually to an entire course (see Hudspith & Jenkins, 2001 for further details on getting started with
inquiry-based learning). In our Faculty of Social Work, inquiry-based learning is not discussed as a
teaching and learning approach, and therefore the course syllabi required adaptation. Following the
recommendation of Yesudhas, Lait, Josy, and Impana (2014) that the students be introduced to inquiry-
based learning prior to beginning their experience, we created an online module that students view prior
to the beginning of the course, along with some readings, that together provide an opportunity to gain a
basic level understanding of inquiry-based learning. Additionally, Friesen and Scott (2013) identify
three key strategies of inquiry-based learning leading to deep learning: scaffolding; formative
assessment; and powerful, critical, and essential questions.

Dunleavy and Milton (2009) find that students identify three criteria for increasing student
engagement in the learning environment: (1) learn from and with each other and people in their
community, (2) connect with experts and expertise, and (3) opportunities for dialogue and
conversation. We integrated these strategies and included scaffolding of assessment tasks and formative
feedback to support inquiry process such as the development of powerful, critical, and essential
questions, as known as the central question (Hudspith & Jenkins, 2001), utilizing a structured
controversy (Archer-Kuhn, 2013), videos, brainstorming, and a checklist for the development of an
inquiry question (Roy, Kustra, & Borin, 2003 ). In this way, students from all seven cohorts receive
information and education about inquiry-based learning and the process of developing inquiry questions
to pursue.

METHODOLOGY

We used an explanatory mixed-methods research design, collecting both quantitative and
qualitative data. This type of design is used when the results of one data set require further explanation
(Creswell & Clark, 2011) and is supported in previous social work research (Engel & Schutt, 2016).
Explanatory mixed-methods designs begin with the quantitative strand of data collection and add the
qualitative component to help explain the quantitative results. The ethical application for this study was
approved by the university research ethics board, and a license agreement for the use of the National
Survey of Student Engagement instrument was obtained. Study participants were recruited from seven
social work courses in two study sites, including two international group study programs for both
Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) and Master of Social Work (MSW) students, a six-week master’s-level
summer course, an intensive master’s-level summer block-week course, two bachelor’s-level 13-week
semester courses, and a doctoral 13-week semester course (Table 1), all taught by the research team.



Table 1: Description of study participants

COHORT  LEVEL OF EDUCATION ~ STUDENTSIN STUDENTS STUDENTS IN LENGTH OF COURSE
COURSE COMPLETING FOCUS GROUP
SURVEY
1 BSW and MSW 8 4 2 2 weeks
(GSP*)
2 MSW* 26 4 2 6 weeks
3 BSW 33 12 ) 13 weeks
4 BSW and MSW 18 10 3 2 weeks
(GSP*)
S MSW 19 9 4 1 week***
6 BSW 48 13 3 13 weeks
7 PhD S 2 n/a 13 weeks

Note. *cohort from central Canada university
**GSP was an intensive two-week study abroad in the United Kingdom
***Block week is an intensive six full days of coursework

A total of 157 students were enrolled in social work courses where inquiry-based learning
pedagogy was incorporated from 2016 to 2018. Among these students, 69 agreed to participate in the
study and completed the pre-course survey, while 52 study participants completed the post-course
survey. The response rate of participants for completing both the pre- and post-course surveys was 33.1
percent. From the 52 students, six semi-structured focus groups interviews were facilitated with 19
participants. Results from the quantitative analysis informed the qualitative phase, while the focus group
data helped to explain the quantitative data about the student learning experience (Creswell & Clark,
2011).

QUANTITATIVE DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

In the first phase of data collection, a survey was distributed to assess, through a pre/post
comparison, student engagement and experiences in diverse courses using inquiry-based learning.
Several measures and scales were used, including the National Survey of Student Engagement survey,
the higher-order learning subscale, and the reflective and integrative learning subscale. As a measure, the
National Survey of Student Engagement had good internal consistency reliability and test-retest
reliability as evidenced in previous studies (Choi & Rhee, 2013; Lester, Leonard, & Mathias, 2013).
Both the higher-order learning subscale and the reflective and integrative learning subscale were
measured on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = very little and 4 = very much, and 1 = never and 4 = very often,
respectively). The items were analyzed according to the means and standard deviations of each domain.
After conducting separate reliability analyses, all subscales for both pre- and post-course obtained a
satisfactory Cronbach a (0.83-0.86). Additional information such as gender, age, level and nature of
education, and academic performance were collected.

Descriptive statistics were conducted to assess the distribution of the participant basic
demographic information. Two sets of repeated-measure analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs) were



conducted to control the effects of prior individual differences. Demographic characteristics counted as
covariate variables, and time was kept as the within subject factor.

QUALITATIVE DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
In the second phase of the study, we used focus groups to understand various stakeholder

perspectives and to gain insights around unclear language, factors, and concepts (Krueger & Casey,
2015). Conducting focus groups allowed us to gather large amounts of qualitative data during one- to
two-hour sessions (Wilson, 2012). Sharing a common characteristic or profile, each focus group
represented participants who had the experience of engaging in an inquiry course, built on participant
ideas, and provided clarity about the student experience with inquiry-based learning. Additionally, in the
first two cohorts, few had completed the pre- and post-course measures (Table 1). Following
completion of the course, we requested the use of students’ reflective papers to compare with the focus
group data analysis. Eight students (out of eight) in cohort one and 12 students (out of 26) in cohort
two agreed to the use of their final reflection papers as data.

Study participants who completed the pre- and post-course surveys were invited through email
to participate in a focus group following the completion of their course. Interested participants
contacted the research assistant directly and signed an informed consent to participate. Participants
from focus groups one, two, three, and six occurred in person, while participants from focus groups four
and five engaged in the session either in person or via Skype. (Table 1 shows the number of focus group
participants by cohort.)

The six focus group interviews were facilitated by the research assistants and researchers to help
explain the results of the quantitative data. The seventh cohort did not participate in the focus group
given the low course enrollment. Using a semi-structured interview guide, the focus groups allowed
exploration of participants’ understandings of inquiry-based learning and student engagement in social
work education.

Focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim by research assistants. Thematic
analysis was utilized for data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Drawing on the framework of Braun and
Clarke (2006), the research team members utilized an inductive approach and became familiar with the
data by reading and rereading the focus group transcripts and coding line by line. An additional layer of
analysis was added as codes were organized into categories. The data was captured on a table with
columns for raw data, codes, categories, and themes to help with organization of the data and ease of
review. A research assistant and researcher independently coded the raw data from each of the first three
focus groups and reviewed each other’s work for consistency. The codes were then collected into
categories to represent the meaning of the codes and compared for consistency. Together, the research
team created themes from the categories. These themes were compared within and across cases
independently by two research assistants, reviewing the transcripts from each focus group and recording
on a table the raw data (comments) that represented the themes. One research assistant and the study’s
principal investigator reviewed the reflective papers from cohorts one and two, mining for the focus-
group-emergent themes to ensure a good fit. The remaining three focus group transcripts were mined by
two research assistants for comments that represent the themes to ensure consistency and
trustworthiness of the qualitative data analysis. Multiple meetings with team members allow opportunity
for review of the analysis process from raw data to codes, categories, and themes. Further reduction of



themes can be observed in sub-themes. We created a description of the themes through sub-themes and
quotations from participant comments. The research team sought to capture rich patterned responses
within and among the six focus groups that illuminated key aspects of the research question at each
phase of the study.

QUANTITATIVE RESULTS

Table 2 illustrates participant demographic data. At the time of the study, the majority of study
participants were undergraduates (62 percent), and 87 percent of participants identified as female. One-
third (33 percent) were between the ages of 20 and 25, one third (33 percent) were between the ages of
26 and 35, while approximately one quarter of participants were over 36 years of age. The majority of
participants (67 percent) report academic performance (GPA) average score of A-.

Table 2: Demographicinformation of the student (N =52)

n %
Current level of education Bachelor 32 61.54
Master 17 32.69
Doctoral 2 3.85
Missing 1 1.92
Gender Male ) 9.62
Female 45 86.54
Prefer not to respond 2 3.85
Number of course(s) taken in the 2 or less 20 38.46
social work program 3 16 30.77
4 or above 16 30.77
Age 36+ 13 25.00
26-35 17 32.69
20-25 17 32.69
Missing S 9.62
Average grade (GPA) A 10 19.23
A- 35 67.31
B+ or below 6 11.54
Missing 1 1.92

To examine the changes of higher-order learning as well as reflective and integrative learning
before and after the courses, two separate repeated measure ANCOVAs were conducted. For higher-
order learning, the result show that an overall main effect for time was significant, Wilks’ Lambda = .88,
F(1,41) =592, p <.0S, partial eta squared = .12 indicated an increase in higher-order learning among
students after participating the inquiry-based learning courses, regardless of their levels of education and
gender. Similarly, there was a significant increase in students’ reflective and integrative learning after
participating the inquiry-based learning courses, Wilks’ Lambda =.79, F (1,41) = 11.21, p < .01, partial
eta squared = .22 (Table 3).



Table 3: Results from two repeated measures ANCOVA (N = 52)

M D Wilks' A F p Partial n?
Higher-order learning .88 592 .02 12
Pre-test 2.88 .62
Post-test 3.11 .64
Reflective and integrative learning 79 11.21 .00 22
Pre-test 3.28 S3
Post-test 3.38 49

QUALITATIVE FINDINGS

As noted, we conducted six focus groups (n=19) of one to one and a half hours each.
Participants were asked to reflect on their experience with inquiry-based learning and to respond to
specific questions flowing from the pre/post survey results. Four themes emerged from the data analysis:
(1) experience of inquiry-based learning, (2) adjustments required for learning process, (3) impactful
facilitation to learning, and (4) developing deep learning. Each of these themes is described below
utilizing sub-themes and quotations from participant comments to illuminate the student experience.
Participant quotes are identified by level of program and length of course.

Theme one: Experience of inquiry-based learning
This theme represents the ways in which participants experienced inquiry-based learning as a

pedagogy. Five sub-themes described the student experience: (1) a new kind of learning, (2) increased
awareness of learning, (3) freedom in learning, (4) honoring uniqueness of students, and () instructor
in the trenches. Each sub-theme below is represented by participant comments.

Participants indicated that inquiry-based learning was a new kind of learning, inspiring them
differently than they had experienced in traditional education, as noted by this participant: “I really
kept pushing myself to jump out of the box of what I would normally do” (MSW, 1 week). Their
experience with inquiry-based learning provided an increased awareness of learning such that
participants reported being more conscious of their learning as they pursued answers to their
inquiry question outside of the classroom gathering information, as described by another student: “I
noticed my awareness changed so much as we would go from different physical locations. My
understanding of the situations just broadened how I view things” (BSW, 2 weeks). Another
participant described increased awareness of learning while paying attention to the process of
learning:

We are so used to being given a direction rather than having the foundation as to how to learn or
how to process information, and so for me I really like processing things and understanding how
did we get from A to B? (MSW, 6 weeks)

This greater awareness helped students to understand their agency, in that they had control over their
learning, which they experienced and described as freedom in learning:



I also liked the freedom that came with doing something on your own. I was in charge of my
learning so this is how I wanted it to be and this is where I was going with it . .. So that was
definitely different, as the others have said. (BSW, 2 weeks)

The freedom that participants described and experienced in their learning was exciting and
validating in their own knowledge and learning process. Participants noted, for example, that this
teaching approach allowed for honoring uniqueness of each learner as they described how inquiry-based
learning “enabled me to know that my ideas are good ideas. They’re unique. So, it’s building on who you
are, it’s not making you like everybody else” (MSW, 2 weeks).

Evident to participants were the ways in which inquiry-based learning was a different way of
learning as they found themselves leading their own learning process, supported by the instructor rather
than being led through the process by the instructor. The instructor was helping to support student
learning, observed by participants as instructor being in the trenches with them. This aspect of inquiry-
based learning appeared to be appreciated by participants in the study, as they experienced greater
support in their learning journey, noted in the following comment:

One of the beautiful pieces of IBL is that the professor is in the trenches with us doing the learning
with us and reflecting questions back to us when we are asking question. Instead of being the
knowledge keeper they are being a knowledge translator. They are in the process with us, so I
really felt like we were all moving through the process like maybe different places on the
continuum but we were all moving through it together, and they weren’t sort of standing on the
pool deck directing us, the instructor is in the pool with us. (BSW, 13 weeks).

Theme two: Adjustments required for learning process
Participants reveal that inquiry-based learning can overload their system in a number of ways as

they adjusted to a different (independent and collaborative) way of learning. Five sub-themes defined
this theme: (1) varied learning preferences; (2) hard work, more effort; (3) taking control of learning;
(4) reflection time needed; and (S) preplanning.

Participants spoke about their adjustment to this new learning pedagogy. Whereas traditional
learning environments allow students to be less engaged in the “lesson being taught” by the instructor,
inquiry-based learning encourages greater student engagement than students might have experienced
previously. Participants identified varied learning preferences to support their individual learning needs, as
expressed by this participant:

I found I had to be a bit present in terms of incorporating the information and thinking about it as
we were sort of talking about it because there was a lot — the conversations were very rich. They
weren't surface conversations. (MSW, 2 weeks)

Some spoke of learning challenges they brought into the traditional classroom and the
adjustments required of them in an inquiry-based approach to learning. For example, one student noted
that “with my reading disability, I didn’t have the format that I needed. I had to figure out a technique to
work” (BSW, 2 weeks).



Adjustments noted by participants included an acknowledgment of the degree of difficulty that
can be experienced by students utilizing inquiry-based learning for the first time. They observed it to be
hard work, requiring that they put more effort into their learning, a common response reflecting their
comfort with a more traditional learning style in which they are receivers of knowledge. They suggested
that the experiential nature of inquiry required them to find information by doing. In the following
comment, a participant reflects on the additional effort made to help answer their inquiry question:

You definitely have to put in a lot more effort in IBL because it’s not something that you can learn
just from a literature review. You actually have to go out there and talk to people who have
experience and you need to make those relationships, those connections to be able to get
information regarding your inquiry question. It’s just really you have to put more effort. (MSW, 6
weeks)

Another participant suggested that additional effort was necessary when utilizing inquiry-based
learning because students lead their own learning process. Leading their own learning proved to be a
motivational factor for participants, despite also requiring the adjustment to their former way of
learning: “I also discovered it was a lot of work. IBL motivated me to work harder. I found it a lot of work
to lead my own learning” (BSW, 2 weeks).

Inquiry-based learning offers choice, and with that choice, students discover their responsibility
for their learning. Participants shared that having control of their learning was an uncommon experience
for them. One participant expressed taking control of learning in this way:

I think most of us, wherever your education was from, there’s this conventional way of teaching.
And some of us sometimes might have been frustrated with the process because we feel like we need
to be led and we’re not used to having that control. (BSW, 13 weeks)

Having control of their learning meant that students spent more time reflecting on what they
wanted to know and the discovery process to answer their inquiry question. Participants shared that
reflection time is needed, For example, in this comment, a participant shares how reflective practice was a
necessary part of inquiry-based learning:

I had to be more thoughtful in term of relating the information to my own self as a supportive
student and also my practice as a social worker in the professional world. So, part of it was being a
bit more self-reflexive. (MSW, 1 week)

Participants began to realize that inquiry-based learning requires an understanding of a learning
process. Although participants were given introductory resources that provided an overview of inquiry-
based learning, not everyone took time to understand the approach prior to the beginning of the course.
Participants said engaging in preplanning would have provided them an opportunity for greater clarity
and direction early on in the course. The comment from a student who participated in a group study
program expresses a common sentiment among participants:



I think it would have been helpful before going on the trip if I had understood more about the
concept of IBL . .. it was something that was entirely new and in retrospect I should have done my
own research about IBL. (BSW, 2 weeks)

Having made the required adjustments for their learning process, participants identified some
factors inherent in inquiry-based learning. Participants said that they believed the facilitators to learning
described below were impactful to their learning.

Theme three: Impactful facilitators to learning

As participants described components of inquiry-based learning most helpful to their learning
experience, six sub-themes emerged: (1) experiential learning, (2) intentional learning, (3) guided
inquiry and supportive process, (4) real-world experience, (5) valuable peer support, and (6) addressing
power imbalance.

The experiential and intentional nature of their learning appeared to resonate with participants.
Inquiry-based learning as a process was experiential as they pursued their inquiry through multiple
sources, including speaking directly with people positioned to support their discovery. One student
discussed pursuing inquiry and researching answers:

I felt confident when listening to people explain their experiences, to realize that. .. I can be part
of that as a contributor. I never would have pictured that I'd be interested in research but when
you actually walk through it and see this is actually what research looks like, it just connects so
differently. (BSW, 13 weeks).

Another participant understood the experiential learning component of inquiry-based learning in this
way: “I think that it’s not just someone talking at me as well. 'm learning through talking to someone
and I'm responding. And I'll remember that far more than the articles that I read at the beginning of the
course” (MSW, 2 weeks). Along with the experiential nature, participants identified the intentional
learning as a facilitative factor of inquiry-based learning for their learning. They observed their inquiries
to be purposeful, meaningful, and intentional, as noted by this participant:

I think it is the intention. This is what I want to learn and making sure I get the answers. If there
are no answers then looking for more questions . .. It's more, what's your intention, what do you
hope to get from this process? Knowing there is a focus. Rather than just being in class because you
have to be in class. (BSW, 13 weeks).

Because the learning was intentional, participants said, they were more focused and clear about
what they needed or wanted to learn. Yet this was not always enough to help them to know how to go
about gaining the information they were seeking. An important facilitator to their learning was identified
as guided inquiry, supportive process in their inquiry:

During our group discussion we didn’t talk about the knowledge but we talked about process, and
we shared advice and our strategies. So, on the fourth day . .. I needed feedback to continue. So, I



was really looking forward to discussing this with my classmates. It just gave me the direction,
where to go. (MSW, 1 week).

Within what they described as a supportive process, participants asserted that inquiry-based
learning allowed them real-world experiences. Beyond the experiential and intentional nature of inquiry-
based learning, participants enjoyed engaging in real-world experience, going into community, and
speaking to knowledge keepers helped them to gain a greater understanding and deeper level of meaning
in their learning experience, as one participant observed: “Because you're talking to people that are living
it and you're seeing in their expressions what they describe . . . Instead of it being a theoretical
conversation, you're seeing what that looks like on a day-to-day for people.” (MSW, 2 weeks) Real-
world experience is highlighted by another participant, who called it “one of the bigger impacts for me.
The actual experience of having the classroom knowledge and going to see it in real life” (BSW, 2
weeks).

Supporting participants making sense of their learnings, there were opportunities for dialogue
understood as valuable peer support. Students tried out their new knowledge, asked further questions,
and clarified their thinking with peers. Participants appeared to gain confidence in their abilities through
their interactions with others:

It was that ability to problem solve with my peers, my ability to bounce questions off of them. My
ability to hear their interpretation of things, looking at our language, feeling my frustration but
also feeling the pride when we figured stuff out. That whole process of being together as a team
and having that opportunity to have conversations with them about the learning process. (MSW,
1 week)

As participants gained confidence in the process of inquiry-based learning and their ability to
find success in their learning journey, they discovered a shift in their prior taken-for-granted learning
strategies, moving from recipients of knowledge (from instructor) to a greater interdependence with
peers. As this participant’s comment illustrates, valuable peer support includes a shift in attitude toward
who has knowledge and how learning occurs:

Group support was the biggest guidance to my learning. We had a great deal of advice and
guidance from the instructor as well but the biggest difference between instructor and peer support
is that we're in the same boat, we are sharing the same challenge, we can actually share those
strategies and that was the biggest guidance for me. (MSW, 6 weeks)

Attention to power relations appeared essential for students’ ownership of their learning. Once
they gained an appreciation their own capacities and the capacities of their peers, they were able to view
the student/instructor relationship in another way. This newly defined relationship was understood by
participants as addressing power imbalance. Students shifted their understanding of knowledge, power
relations, and knowledge creation, as this participant explains:



The strategy of placing us with our peers also takes away that sort of imbalance of power . . . that
typical person as expert because you're the prof, you are the expert, so the role of the peer support
is really strategic in terms of breaking that down. (BSW, 13 weeks)

Inquiry-based learning reduced the hierarchy typically evident in traditional classrooms
when students were placed at the center of their learning, and provided support through peers and
instructor. The traditional power lines were blurred as this participant clearly articulated their
experience of shared power with inquiry-based learning. For example, this participant describes a
more horizontal relationship with the instructor as the knowledge generator and knowledge keeper
were meshed:

When I hear shared power, I think that describes really well the experience we had, or I had.
Usually in the typical classroom it’s very clear who is the knowledge provider and the knowledge
receiver, however, in our, in my experience with this inquiry-based learning, it wasn’t clear who
was providing knowledge and who was receiving knowledge, it was more so that everybody was
knowledge developer. (MSW 2 weeks)

Theme four: Developing deep learning
Participants shared the ways in which they pursued their inquiry question, revealing a deep

learning process, represented by five sub-themes: (1) making linkages into the everyday, (2) multiple
sources, (3) broadening the learning environment, (4) sparking curiosity, and (5) learning together.

Participants sought out new knowledge through multiple ways of knowing by linking course
work, research, and experiential learning to the everyday. Student learning extended beyond the
traditional classroom and traditional pedagogy as they explored their area of interest, making linkages
into the everyday. At the same time, participants said, the experience of inquiry-based learning helped
them make connections between theory and practice:

I found that it really helped me to delve deeper into how I can apply it to real life circumstances. It
really gave me an opportunity to think about how I have been doing my social work practice and
how to move forward. (MSW, 2 weeks)

For others, this deeper learning was reflected when participants discussed the ongoing utility of inquiry-
based learning after their participation in the course. They noted that they carried these new linkages
forward into subsequent non-inquiry-based learning courses:

I've noticed it when I've been listening to instructors in different classes. I've seen a lot of the
connection that I probably wouldn’t have heard before. Um, a lot of connections and I don’t think
I would have noticed or recognized them without having taken this class. (MSW, 2 weeks)

The extension of inquiry-based learning was far-reaching for students. For example, this
participant similarly shared how the application of inquiry-based learning extended beyond the one
course and helped with the broadening the learning environment: “because of inquiry-based learning, I



took what I learned and was able to extend it to other courses not just [field] practicum.” Experiencing
the learning environment in a broader way supported students in going deeper in their learning, sparking
curiosity, and moving them deeper into exploration, described here as sparking curiosity: “I sort of knew
that the outcome was to be learning at a deeper level. It felt exciting leading my own learning and I had a
desire to see how far I could go. In the end I had confidence but also left with much curiosity.” (MSW, 6
weeks)

As owners of their learning, students immersed themselves as they explored their inquiry
through multiple sources. This meant that students viewed information sources beyond peer reviewed
journal articles and course textbooks: “Our minds are very constrained to this reference list. You think
you need to have seven references in order to fully explore a subject. Whereas, these people are
references themselves, right?” (MSW, 1 week)

Observing the learning environment as being everywhere allowed students to easily transfer
knowledge across contexts as they developed greater awareness of their environment. This participant
discussed multiple sources in more concrete terms, such as research, peers, professionals, and service
users—sources that extended beyond traditional learning approaches and encouraged critical reflection:

Doing literature reviews, [ G Joogling stuff to generate ideas, to start that thinking process for me,
talking a lot to my peers. All of those things help to bring it all together. The class presentations,
the presenters that came in and when we went into the community, they were a big part of how I
can apply this to my critical thinking and reflection. (MSW 6 weeks)

Finally, participants experienced their learning more deeply as a result of learning together. Their
shared learning was deeper as they invested more effort and took greater responsibility than they might
in courses using traditional pedagogy, while understanding the shared learning involved ongoing
reciprocal support, as expressed by this focus-group participant:

[Name of colleague] put it really well in terms of receiving and transmitting knowledge and
possibly that’s what makes the learning much deeper. The feeling that you have invested and you
have a part in providing this knowledge. And it takes you from one space to another as a group.
It’s producing knowledge together; deepening the knowledge together. (MSW, 1 week)

DISCUSSION

The pre- and post-course surveys confirmed that participants in this study showed an increase in
higher-order learning following their participation in the course where inquiry-based learning was the
teaching and learning strategy. Additionally, the quantitative results revealed an increase in students’
reflective and integrative learning. This was true across cohorts, level of program, and length of course.
These results were further reinforced by the qualitative findings about the student experience with
inquiry-based learning. As such, the mixed-methods design helped the research team to understand
students’ learning experiences and provided further explanation (qualitative data) of their level of
engagement with their learning experience (Creswell & Clark, 2011), suggesting that inquiry-based
learning may be a good fit for social work education in helping students to engage in their learning.



As noted, the majority of participants in this study self-reported as female with a high GPA,
leaving open the question of study population and inquiry-based learning effectiveness. Despite this, we
also had a smaller population (11 percent) self-reporting a GPA lower than A-, suggesting that inquiry-
based learning may be helpful for students at varying levels of academic achievement. Further study with
greater participant variability may help to provide greater clarity in this regard.

It was clear from the students’ comments that inquiry-based learning was a new way of learning
for them that required additional time, instruction, and application. Although they initially found it
challenging, the students appeared to embrace and enjoy the process of their learning. In particular, they
reported enjoying the freedom inherent in the approach and found that their ability to choose propelled
them to engage further, as noted in theme of freedom in learning: “I was in charge of my learning so this is
how I wanted it to be and this is where I was going with it” (BSW, 2 weeks). This very much resonated
with studies by MacKinnon (2017) and Wright (2011).

Increase in students’ reflective and integrative learning
Participants noted increased ability for reflection and integration of their learning with inquiry-

based learning as we observed in the theme of impactful facilitators to learning. For example, participant
comments reflected that the experiential learning involved in the inquiry-based process, the dialogue with
others through valuable peer support, and the engagement with their environment, or real-world
experience, supported their ability for reflection and integration of former and new knowledge into their
practice. Participant experiences supported the theorizing of Miller-Young and Yeo (2015): learning
comes from interactions with others, and during the inquiry process students construct knowledge from
new and former knowledge to create new subjective realities. Participants’ integration of their new
understanding of learning as intentional learning showed their application from a recipient of knowledge
to a co-creator of knowledge, going from a passive student who does not know the answer to an actively
engaged student pursuing answers through continual questioning.

Increase in higher-order learning
Participants shared the ways in which inquiry-based learning helped them to engage in their

learning and increased their higher-order learning noted in theme four, developing deep learning. For
example, participant comments suggested they were making linkages into the everyday, meaning that they
illustrated an ability to apply, synthesize, and analyze, delving deeper into their learning and seeking
opportunities to apply their new knowledge to former knowledge to create new knowledge. It was clear
from student comments that critical thinking skills were developing, reinforcing what has been found in
grades K to 12 (Friesen & Scott, 2013; Alberta Education, 2010). This was further evidenced when a
participant shared that they noticed how this new way of learning was applied across contexts as they
made connections in other courses where previously they had not: for example, “I've noticed it when I've
been listening to instructors in different classes. I've seen a lot of the connection that I probably wouldn’t
have heard before” (BSW, 13 weeks). Participants reported an awareness of an evaluative component to
their learning, expressing thoughts about learning together and coming to understand their role in
creating knowledge: “It’s producing knowledge together; deepening the knowledge together” (MSW, 1
week).



Little (2010) asserts that inquiry-based learning assists in providing students greater choice in
their learning and creating effective learning experiences and meaningful partnerships between students
and faculty. This shift in practice adjusts the power relations between student and teacher to become
shared power (Saunders-Stewart et al., 2012), positioning the student as co-researchers (Woolf, 2017)
and instructors as facilitator and learner (Apedoe & Reeves, 2006; Buckner & Kim, 2014; McKinney,
2014; Yesudhas et al., 2014). Participants in our study recognized the shift in power within the
instructor/student relationship, reflected in the sub-theme instructor in the trenches, understanding the
instructor as supporting them through the process on an equal level rather than leading from a position
of power: “they weren’t sort of standing on the pool deck directing us, the instructor is in the pool with
us” (BSW, 13 weeks). Similarly, addressing power imbalance recognized the student experience of
shared power as the environment provided opportunity for the co-creation of knowledge: “[I]t was
more so that everyone was a knowledge developer” (MSW, 2 weeks).

IMPLICATIONS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

Inquiry-based learning is a pedagogical strategy and practice that inherently encourages co-
creation of knowledge and, therefore, shared power, an important component of social justice. Students
are offered choice and freedom in their learning that participants reveal encourages greater engagement.
The findings from our study both reinforce the students’ need and preference for the freedom and
choice offered in inquiry-based learning and underscore the need for guidance, support, and clarity
about this pedagogical practice so that they can engage in their learning and build confidence in their
skills. A teaching and learning partnership is inherent in inquiry-based learning, as student feedback
continually informs the learning process allowing for adjustments in pedagogical practices and
curriculum design.

Instructors utilizing inquiry-based learning need to be strategic and intentional with course
design to promote clarity about the pedagogical approach, particularly at the beginning of the course,
and especially if, as it was in our institutional context, the concept of inquiry-based learning is unfamiliar
to students. Additionally, students need opportunity to engage with multiple sources of knowledge
producers. A built-in peer support system appears to be most beneficial in providing and receiving
support, encouragement, critique, and direction to move forward. We found that gaining confidence in
the inquiry-based learning process has encouraged numerous participants to continue on their inquiry
journey, utilizing their new knowledge in other courses.

Attention to how faculty manage power relations is an important consideration (Ahmad et al,,
2017) for curriculum design across years of a professional program, as is deliberate application of
personal characteristics such as trust, respect, and informal communication (Spronken-Smith et al,,
2011) to achieve shared power and empowerment in student/faculty relations (Abbot, 2017). Inquiry-
based learning can be introduced in various stages of structured, guided, and open inquiry (Spronken-
Smith & Walker, 2010). For example, early in professional education programs, activities that support
structured inquiry can help students begin to adjust to this new way of learning while building skills and
confidence. In year two, students may be ready for guided inquiry, and in later years, open inquiry,
allowing for the critical thinking, deep learning, and mutual empowerment in this scaffolded process of

inquiry.



It may be that social work faculty across the country are utilizing inquiry-based learning as
activities in a course, as the pedagogy for the course, or across courses in social work programs. As
researchers in social work education, it would be helpful to know the extent to which inquiry-based
learning is being utilized in our discipline within a Canadian context. A national study of faculty across
social work programs in postsecondary education could illuminate the extent to which students are
introduced to inquiry-based learning and the ways in which this approach can support a social justice
focus in social work education.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Professional programs such as social work education can explore the ways in which
curriculum might include inquiry-based learning as a teaching strategy throughout the
degree program to increase student engagement and partnership in their learning, and
suggest the kinds of supports that are necessary to do so. Inquiry-based learning can also
be utilized across all levels of professional programs, locally for on-campus courses,
within the community, and for group study programs.

2. Curriculum design with inquiry-based learning needs to be intentional in the beginning
stages to provide clarity of pedagogical approach through guided instruction utilizing
instructor and peer support to ensure students understand the process and have support
to experience success in learning. Further, opportunities for real-world experiences need
to be available for student learning.

3. Curriculum design in professional programs requires consideration of the ways in which
students can partner with faculty and should build in opportunities for partnerships
across each year of professional programs.

4. How partnerships are created and the ways in which faculty manage power relations
should be an important consideration.
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