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You've been teaching history for several years now, and no matter what you do your students just don't get it. They can't remember anything for more than a day, their writing is horrible, and worse yet they just don't care. You know there has got to be a better way, but what is it? You've tried collaborative group work, Socratic dialogue, and you even dressed up like Abraham Lincoln one class in an attempt to get them excited about the subject, but no matter what you do your students can't get over the "names, dates, and places" mentality of history. You think to yourself, "Maybe the solution to the problem is online," so you make it a point to hit the Web and find some answers.

It is true--the Web is mistakenly viewed by too many as the panacea for a teacher's ills. Sending students to the Internet for information has done little to turn the tide in students' perceptions of learning. The problem, though, is not necessarily that the Web is not loaded with excellent learning resources; rather the problem is in sticking to our traditional approaches to teaching and learning history.

Teachers who are more concerned with the process of students' learning over the products of their learning often make inquiry-oriented learning their focus. At the most open end, classroom inquiry has students asking their own questions, defining procedures for how to answer these questions, collecting their own or pre-existing information needed to answer the questions, manipulating the collected information, and ultimately defending the results of their investigation. This requires that knowledge be viewed not as static and immovable, but as ephemeral and subject to interpretation. History studies, in particular, exist within this movable and interpretable landscape, but sadly students and often teachers view history as static and not open for debate. With an avalanche of primary source documents digitized and made freely available via the World Wide Web, historical inquiry, the process of interpreting history or the "doing of history," can become the rule rather than the exception. However, herein lies the problem, for students and teachers alike do not know what historical inquiry looks like, making it nearly impossible for them to perform rigorous inquiries. Is it then possible for us to hope for widespread use of online primary source documents for the purposes of historical inquiry, and if so, what strategies can teachers employ in their efforts?

Web Inquiry Projects

Web Inquiry Projects (WIPs), "open inquiry learning activities that leverage the use of uninterpreted [primary source] online data and information," and shift the locus of history studies from learning about history to the doing of history. WIPs require students to play an active role in asking relevant questions, determining the procedures necessary for answering these questions, and locating the online primary resources needed to answer the questions. The focus in a WIP is on the process of performing historical inquiry and the narrative that follows.

Multiple examples of historical inquiry WIPs are available on the main WIP website at edweb.sdsu.edu/wip. Included with the example WIPs is an overview of the WIP process, answers to general questions regarding inquiry and technology, and downloadable templates for teachers wishing to create their own WIPs.

WIPs are not precisely lesson plans in that they do not give step-by-step directions for students to follow as they complete an inquiry. To give students all of the pieces to the process would be to remove the inquiry from the activity. WIPs, instead, provide teachers with a detailed example of how an historical inquiry would be completed, from the beginning questions all the way through to the document analysis and presentation of findings. The goal of a WIP is to have students play significant roles at each stage of the inquiry, so a WIP exists to enable a teacher to insert the necessary scaffolding at each stage in the process to ensure that students are successful. Only one portion of a WIP is usually given directly to students, the "Hook," as a way to provoke questioning. The goal is to elicit questions from students similar to those presented in the WIP, and then to guide students through an inquiry similar to the one presented. Including the Hook, there are seven stages to WIPs:

1. Hook--sparks students' interest in the topic with the goal of eliciting inquiry-oriented questions.

2. Questions--possible bistorical inquiry questions.

3. Procedures--procedures for how to successfully complete the investigation.

4. Data Investigation--a list of websites with relevant primary source data.

5. Analysis--a sample of a completed historical inquiry analysis.

6. Findings--a sample of answers to the questions and/or ideas for how students could present a narrative that displays an understanding of the content.

7. New Questions--new questions arising as a result of the inquiry.

The best way to understand each stage is to illustrate each one with an example. Below are brief descriptions of each stage of a WIP created by James Luxon, Elizabeth Wilson and Giulia Zizzo. (2) This WIP, entitled "Do you think you could be president? Can you think like a leader?", considers the difficulties presidents must go through in making decisions. President John F. Kennedy's decision-making process during the Cuban Missile Crisis is used as the context of this inquiry

Hook

In this WIP the goal is for learners to discover the complexities involved in making informed decisions, particularly those made by U.S. presidents. To lure the students into the activity, the WIP presents two images, one of the U.S. Constitution and another of a 1st grade classroom constitution. Students are then asked to consider that both of these communities have leaders.

Just as the president of the United States leads the American community, your teacher leads your classroom community. Every day both your teacher and the president make decisions that affect a community. Does your teacher ever have to make difficult decisions? Does the president? Think of a difficult decision your teacher has made. What does your teacher consider when s/he makes a decision. How do their decisions affect you and your classmates? Do you think that you could make a decision that affected all of your classmates? How about a decision that affected everyone in the United States?

Questions

Learners are first given necessary background information on the Cuban Missile Crisis in order to lead them to ask these or similar questions:

* What sort of things did President Kennedy have to consider when making his decisions?

* What actions did Kennedy take before making his decisions? What was the ultimate decision that was made?

* Who helped the president make this decision?

* Would you have made the same decision as Kennedy? What would you have done differently?

Procedures

Before students jump head first into this inquiry, it is important that they participate in defining the necessary procedures to be successful, such as the type(s) of data/information needed, terms that need to be defined, and how information and ideas will be organized and manipulated. In this example, listed as desired sources of information, are televised speeches by President Kennedy, letters exchanged between Kennedy and Russian leader Nikita Khrushchev, aerial photographs of Cuba that Kennedy reviewed showing the missiles on Cuban soil, a brief history/background that explores the reasons for conflict, and White House audio tapes of some of the meetings Kennedy held during the Cuban Missile Crisis. After the types of information to be sought have been defined, several important terms are defined which might be new to students, such as Cold War, communism, and nuclear. As an information/idea organization tool, concept mapping software is suggested as a way to iterate from original inquiry questions to answers. It is also decided that hyperlinks to supporting primary source documents will be established in the concept map.

Data Investigation

Since locating relevant primary source information is an important skill, students should be given an opportunity to find these or other relevant sites. In other instances it might be prudent to provide students with specific websites but to require them to investigate within the provided sites. The example lists several sites that provide the needed information decided upon in the procedures.

Analysis

In the Kennedy WIP the authors provide three successive concept maps. The first starts with the original historical questions, the second with partial answers provided to the questions with links to primary source documents used to support these answers, and the last a rich tree with answers to each of the questions and links to supporting primary source documents. Students could be expected to create a similar series of concept maps in their own inquiry.

Findings

For the Kennedy WIP, the following answers were given as examples of how students might answer each corresponding question:

* Question 1: What sort of things did President Kennedy have to consider when making his decision? Students might come up with: Keeping Americans safe and avoiding nuclear war. How Russia might react to any actions made by the U.S. How the rest of the world community would perceive his decision.

* Question 2: What actions did Kennedy take before making his decision? What was the ultimate decision that was made?

Students might come up with: Kennedy wrote letters to Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev. He addressed the nation. He confronted the Soviets at the United Nations. Kennedy put a naval blockade around Cuba. He agreed to remove missiles from Turkey in exchange for the Soviet removal of the missiles from Cuba.

Question 3: Who helped the president make his decision? Students might come up with: Adlai Stevenson (ambassador to the United Nations), Robert S. McNamara (secretary of defense), Robert Kennedy (attorney general and his brother).

Question 4: Would you have made the same decision? What would you have done differently?

Ideally, students can express their ideas about this question in a brief paper and support their opinions using examples of realistic considerations made by President Kennedy.

New Questions

A completed inquiry often leads to additional inquiries. Potential new inquiry-based questions are provided for possible future investigation. In the Kennedy WIP the following questions are provided:

* What might have happened if President Kennedy had taken alternate actions?

* What other monumental decisions have presidents made throughout U.S. history? (This question can lead to many other inquiry projects that explore historical situations related to cause and effect.)

WIPs have been created covering a variety of other topics. For instance, tackling the interesting topic of espionage, Sean McGinn and Allison Vinci's WIP, entitled "Spies of the American Revolution," (3) uses the archive by the same name produced by the University of Michigan's Clements Library. Another WIP, created by Nicole Applebach, Michelle Anderson and Alia Younis, "The Chinese Railroad," (4) uses a variety of online archives in pursuit of the question, what was the Chinese experience during the time of construction of the transcontinental railroad? WIPs covering other topics such as the California gold rush, woman's suffrage and the Civil War, among others, are included.

The main objective of WIPs is to give teachers an opportunity to vicariously experience a thorough historical inquiry without investing the large amounts of time needed to actually complete the inquiry themselves. Because the majority of teachers do not have a plethora of their own inquiry learning experiences to draw from, they need documented examples of open-ended inquiry activities in order to facilitate this kind of learning. Being a teacher resource, WIPs can quickly provide the structure and guidance teachers need as they scaffold their students' efforts in making use of the wealth of available online primary source documents.

Hopefully, as teachers and students both develop a better understanding of the process of inquiry they will be able to make history learning a series of historical inquiries, with the analysis and findings from one investigation prompting new questions for the next. Today's educational environments are seemingly more interested in preparing students for the next episode of "Jeopardy" or game of Trivial Pursuit, but this is ultimately putting our students in jeopardy of only being capable of trivial pursuits. As Desmond Morris stated, "We never stop investigating. We are never satisfied that we know enough to get by. Every question we answer leads on to another question. This has become the greatest survival trick of our species." (5) By making inquiry-focused WIPs a center point of their instruction, today's history teachers can do their part in advancing this cause.

