
SCIENCEResearch   Into  Practice

The Continuum of Inquiry is a series of 

developmental stages. Students progress 

through these stages to learn the skills and 

knowledge necessary to engage in inquiry. 

The sequence of the stages in the Continuum 

of Inquiry is described below. 

Directed Inquiry
• The beginning stage, Directed Inquiry, is teacher- or materials-directed. It 

provides a structured model of the inquiry process. Without this type of 
support and guidance, students cannot progress to asking and answering 
scientifi c questions independently.

• Directed Inquiry introduces students to the essential features of inquiry, and 
helps students refl ect on the characteristics of the processes in which they are 
engaged.

• Directed Inquiry provides the foundation upon which subsequent stages of 
inquiry are built. These explorations are designed to provide students with the 
experiences necessary to learn and practice the processes of inquiry. 

Guided Inquiry 
• In the second stage, Guided Inquiry, the teacher moves from the role of 

director to facilitator. Students continue to refi ne their inquiry skills based on 
the foundation developed during the Directed Inquiry explorations. 

• During Guided Inquiry, students have the opportunity to practice skills of 
inquiry with greater independence. Students are encouraged to think about 
variables, and they learn to plan for all the variables that may affect the 
outcome of an investigation. 

• Guided Inquiry focuses student attention on learning particular science 
concepts. Students build science literacy and improve confi dence in their 
abilities to do inquiry.
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“Moving from teacher-directed to 

teacher-facilitated to student-directed 

inquiries allows for a continuously 

deepening understanding of the 

skills and knowledge fundamental to 

conducting inquiry.” 
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The Inquiry Continuum

The Processes 
of Inquiry

Question Predict or Formulate 
Hypotheses

Investigate

Beginning Stage 
Directed Inquiry

Students use question 
provided by the teacher, 
materials, or some other 
source.

Students are given a 
prediction for conducting a 
descriptive investigation or a 
hypothesis for conducting an 
experiment.

Students are given the 
procedures and materials 
to conduct an investigation 
(descriptive investigation or 
experiment).

Transitional Stage
Guided Inquiry

Students are guided to 
refi ne and clarify questions 
developed with input from 
the teacher, materials, or 
some other source.

Students are guided to make 
a prediction for descriptive 
investigations or construct a 
hypothesis for experiments 
and revise predictions and/or 
hypotheses if necessary.

Students are given 
suggestions for procedures 
and materials that could 
be used to conduct an 
investigation (descriptive 
investigation or experiment).

Final Stage
Full Inquiry

Students investigate a 
question that can be 
answered by doing 
descriptive investigations or 
experiments.

Students develop logical/
reasonable predictions 
and/or hypotheses.

Students devise a plan that 
takes all the variables into 
account and conduct an 
investigation (descriptive 
investigation or experiment).
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Collect and Organize 
Data

Analyze and Draw 
Conclusions

Formulate 
Explanations

Propose Scientifi c 
Explanations

Communicate 
Findings

Students follow step-
by-step procedures 
provided by the 
teacher, materials, or 
some other source to 
collect and organize 
data into tables, 
graphs, and/or charts.

Students are given 
instructions on how to 
analyze the data, and 
then guided to draw a 
conclusion to answer 
the question being 
investigated.

Students take 
synthesized data and 
are given step-by-step 
directions to formulate 
their explanation.

Students are given 
scientifi c explanations.

Student are given step-
by-step procedures 
for communicating 
fi ndings and justifying 
a provided explanation 
with evidence from the 
investigation.

Students are given 
instructions to collect 
data; and tables, 
graphs, and/or charts 
are recommended 
to organize the data 
collected.

Students are given 
suggestions on how 
to analyze the data on 
their own and draw 
conclusions to answer 
the question being 
investigated.

Students are guided 
in the process 
of formulating 
explanations from the 
data they collected, 
analyzed, and 
sythesized.

Students are guided 
to reliable sources of 
scientifi c explanations 
and asked to compare 
this information to 
their explanations and 
make any necessary 
revisions.

Students are given 
guidelines for 
communicating 
fi ndings and justifying 
their explanations with 
evidence from their 
investigation.

Students decide how 
and what data to 
collect and construct 
tables, graphs, and/or 
charts to organize the 
data collected.

Students determine 
what evidence is 
needed, analyze the 
collected data, and 
draw conclusions to 
answer the question 
being investigated.

Students formulate 
their explanation 
after analyzing and 
synthesizing the data 
they collected.

Students independently 
examine scientifi c 
explanations from 
reliable sources and 
use the information to 
revise and strengthen 
their explanations.

Students use logical 
reasoning to 
communicate fi ndings 
and justify their 
explanations with 
evidence from their 
investigation.
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Full Inquiry
• Full Inquiry is one of the ultimate goals of science literacy. To conduct full 

inquiry, students must be able to apply the skills and knowledge developed in 
the previous stages of the Continuum of Inquiry.

• According to the National Research Council (1996), Full Inquiry takes place if 
the following essential features of inquiry are present.

 -  Questions are scientifi cally oriented

 -  Learners use evidence to evaluate explanations

 -  The explanations answer the questions

 -  Alternative explanations are compared and evaluated

 -  Explanations are communicated and justifi ed

• Full Inquiry is modeled in Scott Foresman Science ©2006 to provide a 
framework so that students can conduct their own investigations. After 
practicing the thinking processes as they follow the model of a full inquiry 
experiment, students are encouraged to pose scientifi cally oriented questions 
and investigate independently.

Because Scott Foresman Science provides scaffolded inquiry, students will be 
able to attain reaching the goal of conducting independent inquiry. Without 
the developmentally appropriate framework provided by scaffolded inquiry, 
an unrealistic burden rests on the teacher (Colburn, 2004). Moving from 
teacher-directed to teacher-facilitated to student-directed inquiries allows for a 
continuously deepening understanding of the skills and knowledge fundamental 
to conducting inquiry. Therefore, the cycle of Directed, Guided, and Full Inquiry 
is repeated throughout the Scott Foresman Science program.

The Inquiry Continuum
Students must be provided with the scaffolding to engage in full inquiry. They 
need to practice how to plan and conduct an investigation. Planning begins with 
posing a question or problem that can be investigated. Then the conditions of 
the investigation need to be set up (which variables will remain the same, which 
will be changed, and what outcome or effects will provide the results). Next 
the investigation is conducted, data is collected and analyzed, an explanation 
is formulated and compared to scientifi c knowledge, and the explanation is 
communicated and justifi ed.

The chart on the previous two pages shows stages in the development of the 
processes of inquiry. Classrooms may be at different stages in this development 
process, but the ultimate goal is to reach Full Inquiry.

Students: The Beginning Stage has the least amount of student self-direction, 
and the Final Stage has the most student self-direction.

Teachers: The Beginning Stage indicates the most direction from the teacher 
and/or material, and the Final Stage indicates the least direction from the 
teacher and/or materials.
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