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In this evaluative case study the teacher-researcher replaced the traditional
curriculum of a fourth-semester, university-level Spanish class with an inquirybased curriculum. Inquiry-based learning is an approach based on constructivist
pedagogy that promotes the acquisition of content knowledge, the development of
critical thinking skills, and problem solving and collaboration through the
exploration and solution of authentic inquiries. Students in the class were invited
to self-select inquiry topics, generate their own research questions, research their
topics through various online and offline sources, and create multimedia
presentations to share their work with fellow students. Computer activities were
supplemented with individual, small group, and whole class activities that
fostered the development of reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills by
using the materials the students collected and investigated. The inquiry-based
vi

curriculum facilitated the development of a student-centered classroom that
enabled students to negotiate the curriculum with the teacher-researcher and
establish a community of learners. Furthermore, the innovative approach allowed
the students to assume new roles and responsibilities in the classroom, make
choices in terms of content and learning activities, and share their voices. Data
include anecdotal records of the teacher-researcher, field notes recorded by a
research assistant, interview transcriptions, and multiple student-generated
documents. Data analysis is presented through a descriptive chronological
account, three individual case studies from students in the class, and a chapter on
emergent themes. The project challenges researchers and practitioners to
contemplate and reflect on what it is to teach and learn languages, to critically
evaluate current practice, and to venture into the uncharted territory outside the
traditional teaching “box.”
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Chapter 1: Rationale
“…Classroom learners often fail to develop much functional language ability.”
- Ellis, 1994, p. 228

INTRODUCTION
For researchers and teaching professionals involved with foreign language
education (FLE), the above statement paradoxically reflects a discouraging
actuality and an exhilarating challenge. It is an evident, but not unalterable fact,
that many foreign language learners will exit middle school, high school, and
perhaps even college foreign language classes with low levels of proficiency in
their target languages. While individual, scholastic, and societal factors influence
the less than ideal achievement in foreign language classes, Ellis (1994) maintains
that part of the failure “reflects the predominance of the knower/information
seeker role set in classrooms…” (p. 228). Citing earlier work by Corder (1977),
Ellis explains:
In the case of traditional approaches to language teaching, where the target
language is perceived as an ‘object’ to be mastered by learning about its
formal properties…the teacher typically acts as a ‘knower/informer’ and
the learner as an ‘information seeker.’ In the case of innovative
approaches where the emphasis is on the use of the target language in
‘social behaviour’ a number of different role relationships are
possible…(Ellis, 1994, p. 228).
When used to describe foreign language classes, the term “traditional” is
often ill defined and ambiguous. For the purpose of this dissertation I will use the
term “traditional” to refer to those foreign language classes that: (a) are teachercentered and highly didactic with students assuming a passive role, (b) derive
their methodologies from transmission (behaviorist) models of learning, (c)
1

emphasize drill-and-practice, imitation, and repetition, and (d) are textbook
driven. Throughout the dissertation there are numerous references to and contrasts
with “traditional” classes. Occasionally, instead of using the term “traditional” I
describe a class or component of a class by referring to one or more of the
characteristics listed above (e.g. behaviorist, teacher-centered, lecture-based,
passive students, etc.). In comparison with “traditional” classes are other classes
that attempt “innovative approaches” wherein “a number of role relationships are
possible….”
Irrespective of whether a classroom learning environment is categorized as
“traditional” or “innovative,” diversity and complexity are realities common to all
foreign language classes and other language learning settings as well. Researchers
and educators involved with FLE are faced with the formidable task of providing
instruction and content for all learners that is culturally appropriate, personally
relevant, and maximally effective. Nearly two decades ago, the National
Commission on Excellence in Education (1984) wrote the following in their
report entitled “A Nation at Risk”:
Our goal must be to develop the talents of all to their fullest…. The search
for solutions to our educational problems must also include a commitment
to life-long learning (p. 16-17).
Attempting to address the varied needs of diverse student populations and
meet the still valid challenge of the Commission, a number of researchers and
teaching professionals are breaking from more traditional methods of instruction
by examining and reevaluating their philosophical and epistemological
foundations, exploring and implementing new methods and approaches, and
2

developing student-centered pedagogies. In FLE, this shift is evidenced by the
emergence of various communicative language teaching approaches (Lee &
VanPatten, 1995; Nunan, 1989; Omaggio-Hadley, 2000; Ramirez, 1995; Shrum &
Glisan, 2000) and an emphasis on language performances and proficiencies (e.g.
ACTFL Performance Guidelines, 1999; ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines, 1986,
1999; The National Standards in Foreign Language Education Project, 1999).
In an effort to push the envelope in language teaching and learning this
dissertation takes readers beyond “traditional” foreign language teaching
methodologies. While change oftentimes results in uncertainty, Zilversmit (1993)
reminds us that “Essential for the health of education is the process of change….
therefore, the reiterated demands for change are not signs of failure; they are part
of a process that is essential to keeping education vital” (p. 182). The field of FLE
has made great strides in the last few decades, so much so that our proverbial
“box” is bursting with facts, figures, theories, methods, and approaches. However,
inspection of foreign language classrooms in middle schools, high schools, and
universities reveals that in many instances languages are being taught much like
they were 30 or 40 years ago. From the 1980s onward, efforts have been made to
displace teaching approaches based on behaviorism (e.g. the GrammarTranslation Method and the Audio-Lingual Method) with communicative and
context-based approaches. These developments, though, do not signal the end of
our journey. Instead, they stress the importance of experimenting with and
implementing new approaches in language teaching that invite students to make
their learning personal, meaningful, and applicable to real world settings. Within
3

the movement of student-centered, constructivist pedagogies, the purposes of this
teacher-research dissertation are: (a) to implement and document through an
evaluative case study an inquiry-based learning approach for teaching Spanish in
a fourth-semester university Spanish class and (b) to provide an analysis of some
of the linguistic and educational gains realized by students in the class.
In addition to advocating for curricular innovation and methodological
change, this dissertation adds to a growing body of qualitative teacher-research.
The teacher-research format provides a unique and valuable perspective on the
curricular implementation from two crucial vantage points at the same time.
Furthermore, by combining the roles of teacher and researcher it is possible to
present an insider perspective on the entire study. Contrasted with typical research
studies where the teacher is simply another “subject” the teacher-researcher model
focuses on an expert informer who is an integral and active participant in both the
teaching and researching processes. The point of view provided by the teacherresearcher is cohesive and holistic, weaving together the successes, the failures,
and the tensions involved with the innovative approach. As with other qualitative
research projects, the primary intent of providing such a detailed account by the
teacher-researcher in this study is to allow the reader “the vicarious experience of
having been there” (Merriam, 1998, p. 238).
Whether we label ourselves as teachers or researchers, in reality few of us
are solely one or the other. The complexities of the teaching, researching, and
learning processes often result in an instantaneous and symbiotic meshing of
roles. Quantitative research emphasizes the importance of scientific objectivity
4

and the necessity of distancing oneself from research settings and subjects.
Statistical significance and causal variables are the desired outcomes. Qualitative
researchers seek to go beyond numbers to a different kind of knowing and a
different kind of significance. In particular, qualitative teacher-research enables
the teacher-researcher to maintain the complexities involved with being a teacher
and a researcher. As teachers and researchers explore and grapple with their
multiple roles and realities it is possible to see more clearly what it is to teach and
what it is to do research. This inward introspection leads to an outward expression
of who we are as teachers, as researchers, and as life-long learners.
PHILOSOPHICAL AND THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
According to Bigge and Shermis (1999) the significant learning theories of
the twentieth century can be grouped into two broad families: behaviorist and
cognitivist. Behaviorist views of learning draw heavily on the general theories of
learning put forth by psychologists such as Watson (1924), Thorndike (1931), and
Skinner (1953). Behaviorism, which emphasizes relationships between
environmental stimuli and observable responses, was dominant during the first
half of the century. In the 1970s, though, there was a clear shift from behaviorism
to the cognitive perspective (Robins, Gosling, & Craik, 1999). In contrast to the
stimulus and response explanations of behaviorism, the cognitive perspective
stressed that learners were active agents who transformed input in unique ways.
Learning was defined in terms of the reorganization of perceptual or cognitive
fields to gain understandings (Bigge & Shermis, 1999). Early cognitive
psychologists focused on issues of information processing and knowledge
5

representation, but not generally on the acquisition of knowledge (Schallert &
Martin, 2003).
The purpose of the cognitive revolution was not to improve upon existing
behaviorist theories, but rather to promote a modern psychology that stressed the
importance of “meaning making” (Bruner, 1990). During the first phase of the
cognitive movement researchers focused primarily on how individuals construct
their knowledge and understanding of the world, disregarding factors such as
affect, culture, and history (Cognition and Technology Group at Vanderbilt,
1996). This initial division within the cognitive movement separated cognitive
perspectives from constructivist perspectives. Schallert and Martin (2003) explain
that in the constructivist perspective,
To construct means to build and to construct meaning means to build a
new cognitive structure out of what is available in one’s knowledge.
Constructing meaning is a matter of intentional, or goal-directed,
interpretation that the individual is making of whatever situation is
encountered (p. 33).
For an individual, then, the construction of meaning depends on and
reflects the person’s perspective, past experiences, and interpretation of the
current activity. Juxtaposing the “old” view of knowledge with constructivist
thought Airasian and Walsh (1997) add,
All knowledge is constructed and consists of what individuals create and
express. Since individuals make their own meaning from their beliefs and
experiences, all knowledge is tentative, subjective, and personal.
Knowledge is viewed not as a set of universal “truths,” but as a set of
“working hypotheses” (p. 445).
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Ongoing debates over the relative importance of “skills” versus domainspecific knowledge, though, eventually led a number of cognitive psychologists to
view cognition as highly particular and highly situated (Levine, Resnick, &
Higgins, 1993). Thus, by the late 1980s socio-constructivist theories began to
emerge which emphasized broader social, cultural, and historical contexts. Nieto
(1999) explains that in the socio-cultural perspective,
Learning develops primarily from social relationships and the actions of
individuals that take place within particular sociopolitical contexts. That is
to say, learning emerges from the social, cultural, and political spaces in
which it takes place, and through the interactions and relationships that
occur among learners and teachers (p. 2).
Although cognitivist, constructivist, and socio-constructivist views share
many similarities, salient differences also exist. Palincsar (1998) notes:
While from cognitive perspectives knowledge is generally represented in
terms of cognitive structures that are acquired and organized in memory,
social constructivists generally regard learning as the appropriation of
socially derived forms of knowledge that are not simply internalized over
time but are also transformed in idiosyncratic ways in the appropriation
process (p. 365).
Furthermore,
Where constructivists give priority to individual conceptual activity,
sociocultural theorists tend to assume that cognitive practices are
subsumed by social and cultural processes. Where social constructivists
emphasize the homogeneity of thought among the members of the
community engaged in shared activity, cognitive constructivists stress
heterogeneity of thought as individuals actively interpret social and
cultural processes, highlighting the contributions that individuals make to
the development of these processes (Palincsar, 1998, p. 371).
The role of social and cultural variables in learning is one of the crucial
and differentiating factors between social constructivism and cognitive
7

constructivism. The development of the sociocultural school of thought is
attributed to a number of theorists (e.g. Bahktin, 1981, 1990; Leont’ev, 1981;
Wertsch, 1991; Bruner, 1990) with prominence given to the writings and theories
of Vygotsky (1978, 1986) who maintained that all learning, including language
learning, is first a social process and then an individual process. For Vygotsky the
sociocultural setting constitutes the primary and determining factor in the
development of higher cognitive forms, and the transformation of elementary
processes into higher order ones is facilitated by culturally constructed objects
such as tools, symbols, and language (Lantolf & Appel, 1994). Essentially,
knowledge is constructed by groups of people engaged in practical activities. In
his work, Vygotsky also stressed the importance of the zone of proximal
development, which he defined as “the distance between the actual developmental
level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential
development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in
collaboration with more capable peers” (1978, p. 86). Vygotsky hypothesized that
it is within the zone of proximal development that learners truly progress and
become increasingly self-regulating.
As noted in the beginning of this section, Bigge and Shermis (1999) group
the major theories of learning of the last century into two broad families:
behaviorist and cognitivist. Increased differentiation of the cognitivist perspective,
though, results in the following four schools of thought on the process of learning:
behaviorism, cognitivism, constructivism, and socio-constructivism (Schallert &
Martin, 2003).
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THEORY INTO PRACTICE
Behaviorism, cognitivism, constructivism, and socio-constructivism are
epistemologies, or philosophical explanations about the nature of learning and
knowing. They are not instructional approaches, although instructional
approaches are often derived from them. The following sections briefly outline
how the above epistemologies have been and could be translated into classroom
practice.
Behaviorist Theory and Pedagogy
For many years, behaviorism had an enormous influence on the design of
curricula. Greeno, Collins, and Resnick (1996) explain that in a behaviorist
approach learning tasks are arranged sequentially according to their relative
complexity, with simple tasks preceding and building up to more complex tasks.
In classrooms, behaviorist philosophy is embodied in drill and practice exercises
of discrete skills where knowledge is broken into simple parts and student
responses are either rewarded or punished. The predominant role of the teacher in
this type of learning environment is to organize and disseminate information and
to strengthen the exchange of information with students through repetition and
positive reinforcement (Willis, Stephens, & Matthew, 1996). Students are
expected to master information provided by the teacher and demonstrate their
mastery through varied tests and assessments. If information is successfully
learned students are then allowed to advance to more complex knowledge and
skills.
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From a behaviorist viewpoint, foreign language learning is the same as
any other type of learning; it is simply a process of habit formation based on
stimulus and response pairing (Mitchell & Myles, 1998). Behaviorist views of
language teaching and learning that were prevalent in the two decades following
World War II proposed a direct relationship between language input and language
output contingent upon appropriate stimulus/response pairs and reinforcement
through constant feedback in the form of positive reinforcement or correction
(Ellis, 1994). Foreign language learners were passive and language acquisition
was attributed primarily to external factors. Mitchell and Myles point out that one
of the major teaching implications for FLE derived from the behaviorist
viewpoint is the widely held belief that “practice makes perfect,” with the
accompanying notion that students will be able to learn their target languages
through sustained imitation and repetition. Despite substantial criticism and
empirical evidence behaviorism has had a continuing influence on both foreign
language pedagogy and research in second language learning (Howatt, 1988).
Cognitivist Theory and Pedagogy
Cognitive constructivism is one of the contemporary and highly influential
strands of cognitive psychology that is based on the learning theories proposed by
Piaget (1970, 1972, 1977, 2001). Central to Piaget’s theory is that children and
other learners construct knowledge of their world by active involvement in
experiences that are personally meaningful and at an appropriate cognitive level.
Intellectual maturation is a genetically determined process that advances on its
own natural path and at its own pace. In the foreign language classroom a
10

cognitive constructivist approach would dictate that learners receive direct
language learning experience, solve authentic problems, have opportunities to
make and analyze mistakes, work in collaborative groups, and have choices and
voices in the development of the curriculum. The classroom would be filled with
authentic materials and collaborative and meaningful activities to challenge
learners.
Constructivist Theory and Pedagogy
In discussing constructivism and its practical applications in classroom
settings Airasian and Walsh (1997) emphasize that researchers and teachers must
“recognize the difference between an epistemology of learning and a wellthought-out and manageable instructional approach for implementing it” (p. 447).
While there may not be an “instruction of constructivism” Airasian and Walsh
point out that there are “suggestions for methods that are likely [italics added] to
foster student construction of knowledge, primarily those that emphasize non-rote
tasks and active student participation in the learning process” (p. 447).
Classrooms based on constructivist thinking differ from more traditional
teacher-centered classes in a number of ways. Classrooms designed in accordance
with constructivism seek to create learning environments where students are
allowed to participate in inquiry processes, where opportunities for learners to
foster interpersonal relations and develop their individual identities are plentiful,
and where participants progress toward becoming life-long learners. Greeno et al.
(1996) emphasize that the disciplinary practices and discourse practices of the
class should be geared toward the needs of the students. Curricula should provide
11

students with ample opportunities to formulate and work with realistic and
meaningful problems. Assessment should reflect instruction and measures should
be designed with careful consideration of students’ input. Importantly, students
should be assessed both on inquiry and social practices as well as on what they
produce. Moreover, students are encouraged to share their own ideas and
solutions through discursive practices with others, value the process of inquiry,
and learn to not focus entirely on whether answers are right or wrong. As
exploration and creative learning take place a sense of community is established
that further enhances students’ learning outcomes.
It is important to point out, though, that constructivist instructional
techniques are not an educational panacea and they are not the only way for
students to construct meaning. Airasian and Walsh (1997) argue that “Students
construct their own knowledge and interpretations no matter what instructional
approach is implemented and no matter what name is given to it…. Thus no
single teaching method ought to be used exclusively” (p. 447). Even “traditional”
transmission methods such as memorization and rote learning can lead to
beneficial construction of knowledge. Von Glasersfeld (1995) explains, “There
are, indeed, matters that can and perhaps must be learned in a purely mechanical
way” (p. 5). The task of the educator, then, is to find a balance between activities
that enable students to construct knowledge and those that transmit knowledge to
learners.
The theories and constructs associated with constructivism and social
constructivism, though not wide spread, are beginning to have more of an impact
12

on educational thought, practice, and curriculum design. Researchers and
practitioners in a number of diverse disciplines have sought to improve and
enhance their education settings by transforming and applying the theoretical
tenets of constructivism into a “well-thought-out and manageable instructional
approach” (Airasian & Walsh, 1997, p. 447). Salient examples include cognitive
apprenticeship, anchored instruction, case-based learning, problem-based
learning, and project-based learning.
Problem-based and project-based learning are constructivist approaches to
teaching and learning that facilitate the acquisition of content knowledge, the
development of critical thinking skills, and problem solving and collaboration
through the exploration and solution of problems that are both complex and
authentic. In a project-based classroom students seek answers to problems by
questioning, discussing, predicting, designing plans and experiments, collecting
and analyzing data, making conclusions, sharing their findings with others,
reflecting on their work, and creating artifacts (Blumenfeld, Soloway, Marx,
Krajcik, Guzdial, & Palincsar, 1991). While there is no definitive or
comprehensive list for the constituent components of project-based learning,
Blumenfeld et al. suggest two critical and defining components: (a) projects must
have a question or problem that organizes and directs the subsequent activities,
and (b) the activities result in artifacts, or products, that culminate in a final
product that addresses the initial question or problem. The following list, neither
exhaustive nor all-inclusive, illustrates a number of additional concepts congruent
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with the philosophy of the approaches that appear frequently in problem- and
project-based learning literature.
Authentic Problems
Problems should be realistic, authentic, and contextualized (Torp & Sage,
1998). Project-based learning activities are more effective if the students feel that
the problems they are working on are interesting, relevant, and have application in
the “real” world.
Real Audiences and Stakeholders
In addition to providing an authentic problem, practitioners should attempt
to involve authentic audiences and stakeholders in the projects (Torp & Sage,
1998). Authenticity is partially derived from being able to work on problems and
create artifacts for real people. Students’ work is not merely for a grade, but rather
for application in real life scenarios. Audiences and stakeholders should provide
input, direction, and guidelines so that students’ work matches appropriate needs
and expectations.
Multiple Perspectives
Students learn the value of gaining and valuing multiple perspectives
(Schwartz, Lin, Brophy, & Bransford, 1999) by collaborating with peers, teachers,
experts in the particular field of inquiry, and stakeholders. Through discussion,
research, and debate students come to realize that there are many different ways to
approach a problem and interpret results. Students also become cognizant of the
fact that there are often multiple, viable solutions to a single problem.
14

Tools and Resources
Students are encouraged to utilize tools and resources in their learning
environment to advance and facilitate problem resolution. Much of the work done
in the real world is mediated and made possible by tools such as computers, coworkers, software programs, libraries, and books.
Embedded Instruction and Assessment
Instruction and assessment are embedded in the problems and projects
(Torp & Sage, 1998). Important concepts and skills are not generally taught prior
to beginning the project. Instead, information is conveyed to the students when
they realize that they need the information. Valuable teaching moments occur
through mini-lessons that target specific areas where students need assistance.
Public Presentation of Ideas, Research, and Projects
During the course of the project and after the completion of their work,
students make their thinking, research, and artifacts public (Schwartz et al., 1999).
Public presentations, which may take numerous forms, allow students to celebrate
their learning accomplishments (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996) and also learn
from what others have done.
CONSTRUCTIVISM AND FOREIGN LANGUAGE EDUCATION
Like behaviorism before them, cognitivist and constructivist movements
have influenced research and practice in foreign language teaching and learning.
In accordance with cognitive and constructivist principles, more research is now
being carried out in classrooms and naturalistic venues instead of contrived
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laboratory settings. Furthermore, the focus of many research projects has shifted
from simple stimulus/response sequences to inquiries about how learners
construct their knowledge and understanding of the target language. Researchers
are increasingly concerned with the complex processes of the co-construction of
knowledge and systemic learning achievements in addition to continued
investigation of individual language learners.
While applying constructivist pedagogy to foreign language classrooms is
both feasible and desirable, a number of issues unique to FLE merit discussion.
First, is the foreign language classroom environment, including the roles of the
teachers and the students. Traditionally, foreign language classrooms have been
teacher-centered with instruction being delivered predominantly through
transmission models of learning. While the traditional class is slowly giving way
to classes that emphasize student-centered learning, it is not uncommon to find
language classes that are teacher-directed and highly didactic. In accordance with
socio-constructivist thought, students in foreign language classes often have the
opportunity to work in collaborative pairs or small groups. Nevertheless, these
cooperative and collaborative engagements are generally perfunctory in nature
and assessment is still likely to be summative, individual, and product-based. The
application of learning approaches congruent with constructivist perspectives in
foreign language classes necessitates the development of more student-centered
pedagogies and the ability of teachers to assume new roles such as guide,
facilitator, and co-constructor of knowledge.

16

Second, inquiry processes, complex problem solving, and activities that
focus on the development of critical thinking often associated with constructivism
are frequently under-utilized in the foreign language curriculum. In many
classrooms, teachers provide students with information that they then memorize
and repeat back either orally or in writing. Language is often learned solely for
the sake of learning language, with little thought given to other skills and content
that could be incorporated into the learning environment. Fortunately, this trend is
decreasing as more educators seek to make connections with other content areas
and disciplines (see the National Standards in Foreign Language Education
Project, 1999) creating an entryway that opens new vistas and new worlds of
knowledge and understanding. Language then becomes a means toward an end
rather than an end in and of itself (Schwarzer, 2001).
The third and perhaps most daunting issue regarding the implementation
of constructivist activities in foreign language classes is students’ language ability
and proficiency in the target language. Many of the learning tasks derived from
constructivist theory involve complex problem solving skills as well as complex
interaction skills. At beginning levels of language instruction foreign language
students will need numerous linguistic scaffolds, in both the first and second
languages, in order to be able to function appropriately and effectively in these
vastly interactive environments. Notwithstanding students’ lower proficiency
levels in the target language, the objective of the class must still be to increase
learners’ language proficiency while fostering inquiry and social practices.

17

THE INQUIRY CYCLE: AN INQUIRY-BASED LEARNING APPROACH
The Inquiry Cycle is an inquiry-based approach to teaching and learning
based on constructivist and socio-constructivist philosophies of learning. The
approach draws from and builds upon a number of contemporary frameworks and
models dealing with cognition and learning, student-centered pedagogies, and
complex problem solving. The activities, learning materials, and interaction
patterns associated with the Inquiry Cycle constitute a “well-thought-out and
manageable instructional approach” (Airasian & Walsh, 1997, p. 447) and are
intended to foster a learning environment where students can actively construct
their own knowledge and further their understanding of the Spanish language and
culture.
The Inquiry Cycle incorporates and adapts models of problem- and
project-based learning (Torp & Sage, 1998), flexibly adaptive instructional
designs and the STAR LEGACY (Schwartz et al., 1999), and the “Authoring
Cycle” (Short et al., 1996). For a number of years now, inquiry-based learning
models such as problem-, project-, and case-based learning have found
application in various disciplines such as science, mathematics, medicine, and
law. In FLE, however, inquiry-based learning approaches are relatively new and
undeveloped.
The Inquiry Cycle approach is comprised of seven iterative phases that
constitute a “cycle.” The phases represent an innovative combination and
adaptation of original work and work from existing frameworks and models.
Although the Inquiry Cycle is non-linear in nature, the seven phases are listed
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numerically for descriptive purposes. The phases of the Inquiry Cycle are: (a)
Exploring the Topic/Inquiry, (b) Brainstorming Ideas and Forming the Question
for Inquiry, (c) Investigating and Gaining Multiple Perspectives, (d) Researching
and Revising, (e) Self- and Peer-Assessment, (f) Making Learning Public, and (g)
Reflecting on the Inquiry and Planning Future Inquiries.
Exploring the Topic/Inquiry
In the “Authoring Cycle” of Short et al. (1996), “Taking the time to find
questions for inquiry” (p. 265) consists of observations, conversations, and the
eventual selection of a question. Students participating in an Inquiry Cycle
experience a similar process where they are allocated adequate time to explore the
breadth and depth of the overarching topic or inquiry. In addition to traditional
classroom and library resources such as textbooks, videos, audiocassettes, and
authentic target language materials and realia, students are invited to explore the
topic of inquiry through the Internet and the World Wide Web. The Internet
enables students to embark on a virtual “travel abroad” experience where the
target language, people, and culture come to life instantaneously through video,
audio, and multimedia materials. The Internet also serves as a nearly limitless
resource for linguistic and cultural information that expands the inquiry options
available to students. Thus, students are not limited to the resources accessible in
their physical classroom, school, or library. However, in the wide world of the
Web it is essential that the teacher provide appropriate direction and guidance to
narrow the almost endless possibilities and channel the students to appropriate
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sites and resources that will deepen their understanding of the topic while piquing
their interest.
Brainstorming Ideas and Forming the Question for Inquiry
Following the exploration of the broad topic, students brainstorm general
ideas and then specific options for their own inquiries and projects. Schwartz et
al. (1999) point out that generating ideas is beneficial because it allows students to
see what others are thinking and it forces students to make their own thinking
explicit. The brainstorming process culminates with the students self-selecting a
question or inquiry for further research. The questions generated by the students
guide the remainder of the Inquiry Cycle and directly influence the type and
development of the final project or presentation.
Investigating and Gaining Multiple Perspectives
Throughout the entire Inquiry Cycle students are encouraged to seek out
different viewpoints and multiple perspectives for their inquiry. Gaining multiple
perspectives (Schwartz et al., 1999) affords students access to relevant domains of
knowledge, fosters social interaction, and makes distributed expertise available.
Short et al. (1996) maintain, “As students move into focused inquiry, they need
others to think with in order to explore their issues more deeply and intensely” (p.
271). Thus, students are provided with opportunities to work in collaborative pairs
or groups. The gathering of multiple perspectives, however, is not confined to the
classroom. Other options include speaking with local community members,
contacting experts in the field (both local and distant), and using teleconferencing,
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email, and chat groups on the Internet. The principle objective of this phase is for
students to expand their understanding and knowledge by approaching their topics
through diverse social, economic, ethnic, and gender perspectives.
Researching and Revising
The bulk of instruction in the Inquiry Cycle occurs during the “Research
and Revise” phase. Activities available to students include skill-getting and skillusing activities, focus lessons, small group work, and centers where specific help
is available to foster a particular skill (e.g. reading, writing, speaking, and
listening comprehension). During this phase students begin to develop and create
their final project or presentation.
Self- and Peer-Assessment
Prior to public presentation, students engage in an intensive process of
self-assessment and peer-assessment. These assessments allow students to
pinpoint minor defects or flaws that need to be changed before their work is
formally presented. Schwartz et al. (1999) suggest that time for students to test
their work and engage in the process of self-assessment helps to verify that their
understandings are adequate and that the topic has received ample attention and
coverage. During the assessment phase students may become aware of additional
research that needs to be completed or changes that would improve their project
or presentation. Self-assessment permits students to reflect on their personal
learning processes and analyze themselves as learners and inquirers by focusing
on the strategies they incorporated to answer their inquiry.
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Making Learning Public
Both the processes and the products involved with learning need to be
made public. Students make their learning public by presenting their research,
learning strategies, findings, and artifacts to their classmates and authentic
stakeholders. In an Inquiry Cycle class student presentations and artifacts are
varied and creative. Some students might choose a presentation with graphs and
charts while others may decide to create a booth focusing on culture. The
important thing to keep in mind is that students need to have options for
demonstrating their knowledge. By going public learners become aware of their
own thinking and teachers and other students can assess and identify high-quality
elements of understanding (Schwartz et al., 1999). Making learning public also
enables students to learn from one another and supports the notion of gaining
multiple perspectives. Finally, public performances or artifacts can be archived as
resources for future students.
Reflecting and Planning
At the end of the Inquiry Cycle students are given time to reflect on the
entire process including an analysis of the learning strategies (Oxford, 1990) they
used to further their learning. Additionally, this phase provides students a glimpse
into new, upcoming inquiries. A future inquiry might continue previous work or it
may take a totally different direction. Students should reflect on the learning
process and come to know themselves better as learners and inquirers. This
reflective phase can and should contribute to students’ desires to be life-long
learners.
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The Inquiry Cycle model is presented to students through a computer
software application “El Investigador en Español,” which has some semblance to
STAR LEGACY (Schwartz et al., 1999), but which is presented almost entirely in
Spanish.

Figure 1: Screen Shot of the Main Page for El Investigador en Español1
Through the software program students are introduced to and learn the various
phases of the Inquiry Cycle. The program allows the students to learn and work
within the Inquiry Cycle and then directs them to the Internet for content and
materials (See Appendix A for additional screen shots).

1

The version of El Investigador en Español used in the class had a small number
of errors that have been corrected in this and other screen shots (Appendix A).
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PROJECT OBJECTIVES
The intent of the inquiry-based learning approach and the software
application is to foster a collaborative, constructivist environment where the
development of critical thinking skills, improvement of target language linguistic
competence, and cultural understanding are emphasized. In this setting, students
have multiple opportunities to engage in authentic problem solving, to foster
critical thinking, and to share their work with others in meaningful contexts that
allow them to learn with understanding (Goldman, Williams, Sherwood,
Pellegrino, Plants, & Hasselbring, 2002). Another objective is to help the
participating students to increase their individual talents as language learners and
encourage the study of Spanish as a life-long pursuit. The primary research
objectives are to document the implementation of the approach, collect and
analyze data, provide a model for other teachers interested in experimenting with
innovative instructional approaches, and present findings applicable to the field of
foreign language education.
CONCLUSION
Throughout this chapter I made frequent distinctions between traditional
and nontraditional teaching methods and approaches. For many years “traditional”
foreign language classrooms have been based on principles derived from
behaviorist theory and I would submit that many foreign language classes today
are still operating under behaviorist assumptions. The intent of this project is to
present and analyze a Spanish classroom where the instructional approach was
based on constructivist epistemology. Therefore, in this first chapter I briefly
24

discussed theories of behaviorism, cognitivism, constructivism, and socioconstructivism and outlined some of the practical applications derived from them
as they apply to education in general and foreign language in particular. In
delineating the various theories and pedagogies I have attempted to contextualize,
situate, and contrast the class under investigation with other more “traditional”
foreign language classes.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
INTRODUCTION
There are four main areas addressed in the literature review: (a) qualitative
research, (b) inquiry-based learning, (c) technology, and (d) teacher-research.
Other issues such as the negotiation of the curriculum and the development of a
community of learners are discussed in the data analysis chapters. It should be
noted that the literature review attempts to situate each particular area within the
fields of second language acquisition (SLA) and foreign language education as
much as possible.
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
For many years, the quantitative research paradigm has driven the research
agenda for the fields of SLA and FLE. More recently, though, qualitative research
has begun to gain attention and prominence in these disciplines. Borg and Gall
(1989) refer to the quantitative paradigm as “conventional,” “traditional,” and
“positivistic” and the qualitative paradigm as “naturalistic,” “ethnographic,” and
“subjective.” Hobson (2001) notes that in quantitative research, “Researchers
have been accustomed to distancing themselves from their work as if such
separation would somehow render the work more plausible, credible, perhaps
even more ‘scientific’” (p. 7). Freeman (1998), though, cogently points out that,
“Research is never neutral; it is not simply a matter of investigating the world and
finding what is ‘true’ about it. Rather, it always involves elements of valuing, of
assuming certain things and discounting others” (p. 4).
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The distinct epistemologies of the quantitative and qualitative paradigms
translate into different methodologies in FLE research. The quantitative
methodology focuses on hypothesis testing, random sampling of subjects, causeeffect relationships, and statistical analysis and generalization. Conversely,
qualitative methodologies emphasize purposive sampling, data collection through
observations and interviews, and data analysis that leads to “rich” and “thick”
descriptions (Merriam, 1998) from which readers draw their own conclusions and
generalizations (Hathaway, 1995). Rankin (1999) distinguishes the two research
paradigms in this way:
Where quantitative studies aim at statistical generalizability through
careful measurements and controls, qualitative research focuses on the
unique dynamic of a bounded social system with highly complex
particulars. Quantitative study aims at probability, qualitative study at
plausibility (p. 110).
Both the quantitative and qualitative paradigms have strengths and
weaknesses. Obviously there are epistemological distinctions, contrasting
philosophical foundations, and diverse techniques associated with each. Borg and
Gall (1989) emphasize that the paradigmatic differences make each model
suitable for researching some questions and inappropriate for investigating others.
Thus, depending on the research question, one paradigm is likely to yield more
valuable and insightful information than the other, and it is quite possible that the
application of both research paradigms might result in a more complete and
holistic picture of the phenomenon under investigation.
Tarone (1994) makes a strong argument for the maintenance and use of
both paradigms in SLA and FLE. According to her “there would appear to be
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multiple realities and multiple research methodologies for the study of SLA, each
of which is valid for certain uses and not for others” (p. 325). Tarone stresses that
the choice of one paradigm over the other should be guided by the purpose of the
research and not some abstract concept of “truth.” She further maintains that
research approaches must be valid for their own purpose and the methodology
employed in any research project must outline its inherent strengths and
limitations.
In the field of FLE there are proponents of both research paradigms.
Johnson (1992) points out that during the 1960s, 1970s, and much of the 1980s
research in second language learning and teaching relied heavily on quantitative,
experimental methods. During this period, researchers in SLA/FLE attempted to
improve their studies by bettering measurement and statistical techniques and
carrying out experiments with tighter control. The qualitative epistemology and
framework were not widely recognized as valid or reliable and received little
research attention. Despite the predominance of quantitative methods, Johnson
suggests that, “qualitative approaches to research have gained a strong foothold in
L2 research” (p. 33). She and others point out that the case study has recently
been recognized as a major, rigorous approach for research in formal foreign
language classroom settings (see for example, Brown, 1988). This diversification
and expansion of research methods is beneficial to the field of FLE since it
increases the options for examining and understanding phenomena associated
with language learning and teaching.
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In delineating various approaches to empirical research in classroom
settings, Bailey (1998) provides an important and convincing overview regarding
a number of qualitative approaches. She begins her overview by explaining that
naturalistic inquiry differs from experimental research by focusing on naturally
occurring settings and groups in order to describe and explain phenomena rather
than data collection from control and experiment groups. Bailey lists
ethnographies, case studies, and diary studies as the most common instantiations
of naturalistic inquiry in FLE. As an example of ethnographic work in FLE Bailey
cites Shaw’s (1996) study of a curricular innovation at the Monterey Institute of
International Studies. The innovation introduced by Shaw proposed a shift from
traditional courses to content-based courses where students could take classes
such as business, economics, and political science in the target languages they
were studying. Shaw utilized diary entries, observation notes, interviews, and
audio and video recordings to study the changes associated with the shift to
content-based instruction. Analysis of the ethnographic work focused on four
emerging issues related to language learning improvements and validity was
increased through triangulation.
Another type of naturalistic inquiry that has greatly influenced FLE is the
case study (Bailey, 1998). A case study may deal with an individual, a group of
people, a particular class, a school, or a group of schools. Since case studies do
not result in the determination of causal variables they are often viewed by
experimental researchers as less rigorous, less reliable, and less useful. Bailey,
though, emphasizes that “in the tradition of naturalistic inquiry, well-documented
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longitudinal case studies are held in high regard because of the illuminating
insights and vivid exemplars they provide” (p. 85) and “well-written case studies
are indeed valuable because this familiarity [of authors with participants] enables
the author to convincingly portray the individual or site under investigation” (p.
86). Bailey’s work highlights many of the potential benefits of qualitative
research approaches in foreign language settings.
Warschauer (1998) is another proponent of qualitative methodologies in
language classrooms. Specifically, Warschauer contends that qualitative research
methods are appropriate for research projects that involve innovations with
technology. He points out that many of the questions that arise from the
incorporation of new technologies into foreign language settings do not lend
themselves to experimental designs, but rather to interpretive qualitative research.
Thus, the long-term participant observation and interview processes involved with
interpretive research facilitate “the examination of crucial but often hidden
factors…” (p. 759). Furthermore, Warschauer explains:
Interpretive qualitative research also seeks to define the meaning of
actions from the point of view of the local actors, rather than according to
preordained research categories (Erickson, 1986), and is thus especially
helpful for investigating students’ and teachers’ evolving attitudes or sense
of identity in changing circumstances—and attitude and identity have been
shown to be critical components affecting language learners’ use of
computers (p. 759).
According to Warschauer, then, a qualitative case study design is an appropriate
design for documenting an inquiry-based learning approach that utilizes a
computer software program and the Internet for teaching Spanish. The qualitative
design allows for in-depth exploration of how the inquiry-based learning approach
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is implemented (i.e. what the teacher does) and how the students in the class
respond to the approach (i.e. their actions, reactions, attitudes, and products).
INQUIRY-BASED LEARNING
The concepts underlying inquiry-based learning are not new to education.
A number of early twentieth century educators such as Dewey (1933) advocated
learning approaches that focused on students and emphasized the development of
critical thinking skills through complex problem solving. Frameworks and models
of inquiry-based learning such as problem-, project-, and case-based learning have
found place in business, legal, and medical training. Historically, inquiry-based
methods have often met with resistance in educational settings even before their
effectiveness and merit could be tested. More recently, though, renewed interest
in inquiry models of learning has emerged, supported with theory and research
from cognition and learning, educational psychology, and instructional
technology.
One of the prominent and exceptional models of inquiry learning is STAR
LEGACY designed by Schwartz et al. (1999). STAR LEGACY is comprised of
the following phases: Look Ahead and Reflect Back, The Challenge, Generate
Ideas, Multiple Perspectives, Research and Revise, Test Your Mettle, and Go
Public. STAR LEGACY benefits both learners and instructors by enabling them
to track their progress through complex sequences of learning. The primary
objective in the development of the project was to come up with a design for
instruction that was “flexibly adaptive rather than totally prescriptive or totally
unstructured” (p. 188). The authors stress that while teachers may need some
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guidance in implementing complex designs, they should not be prevented from
tailoring instruction to their particular classes, styles, and students. The strength of
the project is that it relates theory to practice in a comprehensible and manageable
way.
Torp and Sage (1998) similarly describe and link theory and practice in
their work on problem-based learning (PBL) for K-12 education. They begin by
outlining their model for problem-based learning and situating it as a
constructivist learning approach. They then provide an instructional template for a
PBL unit that includes the following stages: Prepare the Learners, Meet the
Problem, Identify and Define the Problem Statement, Gather and Share
Information, Generate Possible Solutions, Determine the Best Fit of Solutions,
Present the Solution, and Debrief the Problem. The authors outline the actual
design of a problem-based learning curriculum, underscoring that in PBL
environments the teacher should take the role of coach (someone who generally
works from the sidelines in a supportive role) and that learners should take a more
active role in their learning.
Like other educational movements inquiry learning has its proponents and
opponents. It is important to remember that inquiry approaches are not intended to
be a cure-all and they are not necessarily easy to put into practice. Furthermore,
the technology that is frequently incorporated with inquiry learning is not
problem-free. One of the common critiques of technology use in education
settings is that the innovations appear to be designed to simply exploit the
capabilities of the technology rather than address instructional goals (Koschmann,
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Kelson, Feltovich, & Barrows, 1996). Many curricular innovations that emphasize
technology are purely technology-driven with little emphasis given to relevant
theories of cognition and learning.
In attempting to develop theory-based approaches of design Koschmann et
al. (1996) delineate a four-step process, namely: (a) make instructional
requirements explicit, (b) perform a detailed study of current educational practice
with regard to these goals, (c) develop a specification based on requirements and
limitations of the instructional setting and the known capabilities of technology,
and (d) produce an implementation for local adaptation to instructional practice.
The authors reiterate that design should be informed from its inception by some
model of learning and that the design must be locally adaptive. When developing
problem- and project-based learning scenarios, researchers and practitioners must
focus on principles of effective learning and instruction in addition to design
issues. Koschmann et al. list six essential principles: multiplicity, activeness,
accommodation and adaptation, authenticity, articulation, and termlessness.
Although their research centers on medical education students, the work outlines
many of the strengths and weaknesses of technology and illustrates how
researchers and practitioners can take a principled approach to the design of
technology scaffolding tools.
Another issue that frequently appears in discussions of inquiry learning is
assessment. D’Amico (1999) points out the interrelatedness of instruction and
assessment showing how the two intertwine to effect classroom environments.
According to her, “Teachers’ assessment practices not only allow them to
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evaluate what students know and can do, but also serve as a crucial tool for
structuring classroom activity and communicating expectations to students” (p. 2).
The types of assessments used in classrooms send messages to the students about
the kinds of work and activity that will be valued in the class. To be maximally
effective, educational innovation or reform requires concurrent changes in
assessment measures and practices. While a seemingly straightforward and logical
assumption, changing the traditional assessment system may be problematic and
difficult. First, is the imposition of the educational system itself. Standardized
testing will not simply give way to new, student-centered assessments. The shift
in the United States is toward more standardization, more testing, and more
accountability.
Second, is the importance of matching assessment with instruction. For
instructional approaches such as inquiry-learning or problem- and project-based
learning a summative test may not be the best assessment measure, even though
these are the types of assessments required of students at different grade levels
(e.g. exit exams for 4th, 8th and 12th graders). While there must be congruence
between assessment and instruction there must also be options for students to
demonstrate their skills and knowledge in unique and personalized ways.
D’Amico provides examples of ways that teachers grapple with issues of
assessment in traditional and nontraditional ways.
There are a number of potential benefits, as well as potential problems and
drawbacks, associated with of an inquiry-based learning. The work of Krajcik,
Blumenfeld, Marx, Bass, Fredricks, and Solloway (1998) provides valuable
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insight into the successes and difficulties of middle school learners in their first
attempts with project-based learning. Krajcik et al. discuss the following
problematic areas they encountered in their research: (a) students often struggled
to generate appropriate questions for inquiry (i.e. questions that were not too
broad or too narrow), (b) students often needed direct assistance to devise or
refine their questions so they reflected personal preferences and interests that
were authentic and feasible but not trivial, (c) students often lacked direction in
their research and they were not specific about what they were looking for or what
it would indicate about the problem they were studying, (d) students mismanaged
time and underestimated the complexity of important issues (especially over
extended periods of time), (e) there was an over-emphasis on short-term and
quick solutions to problems or inquiries, (f) students did not develop logical
arguments to support their claims, rather they tended to present data and state
conclusions without linking the two, and (g) during class presentations students
reported on their projects but there was very little discussion among the whole
group about the data or the validity of the students’ conclusions.
With regards to inquiry-based learning environments, Blumenfeld et al.
(1991) suggest that,
As the task gets more difficult or time consuming students may focus
simply on completing the work with minimum effort rather than engaging
demanding strategies to try to understand it. Thus questions remain about
how to promote effort and persistence over the extended time necessary to
complete projects (p. 396).
Additional challenges for teachers interested in inquiry-based or project-based
approaches include finding ways to help students present their reports more
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effectively and discovering ways to provide ongoing constructive feedback that
can help students modify their work and develop their understanding.
Although there is a significant difference in education levels between the
participants in Krajcik et al.’s study (1998) and the current study (middle school
versus college) the findings are pertinent and enlightening. For curriculum
developers and teachers Krajcik et al. recommend sequencing materials and
projects to build on each other, creating small-scale projects that reflect larger
issues, developing a range of scaffolds in all phases of the project, and
capitalizing on learners’ enthusiasm. In their conclusion they state that, “growth
in inquiry skills is not necessarily smooth, uniform, or linear but that, with
appropriate assistance, students should be able to make significant progress” (p.
349).
Another extensive study that documents both the successes and failures of
project-based learning is Polman (2000) whose interpretive case study tracks one
particular teacher as he incorporates project-based learning into his high school
science classes. Some of the challenges and problems Polman mentions are: (a)
lack of time on the part of the teacher and mismanagement or wasting of time on
the part of the students resulting in ill-structured or poor projects, (b) problems
with grading, particularly the ambiguity involved in grading open-ended projects,
(c) student frustration with learning to work with inquiry projects and
simultaneously being graded on those projects, and (d) conflicting beliefs about
teaching and learning.
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Conflicting beliefs about teaching and learning often stem from students’
confidence in transmission models of instruction where the instructor ostensibly
possesses all relevant knowledge and information. Students with a transmission
epistemology frequently judge the instructor to be unprepared, unqualified, and
unknowledgeable if he or she is not able to provide memorized facts and
particular details for every situation, project, and question. Polman (2000) stresses
that “these weaknesses should not be construed as negative but instead as what
curriculum developers and science [and other] educators should realistically
expect and address when designing instruction to improve the inquiry process” (p.
348).
In the field of foreign language education, little work has been done with
inquiry-based learning approaches. Subsequently, most of the theoretical
orientation for inquiry-based learning in FLE comes from other disciplines.
Salient examples (some of which have been previously mentioned) include
problem- and project-based learning (Torp & Sage, 1998), anchored instruction
(Bransford, Sherwood, Hasselbring, Kinzer, & Williams, 1990), learning with
understanding (Goldman et al., 2002), flexibly adaptive design (Schwarz et al.,
1999), and “Authoring Cycles” (Short et al., 1996). In spite of the beneficial
information gained from other approaches, a common limitation is that they have
been carried out in settings where students use only their native language. The
foreign language classroom, where the target language is simultaneously the
object of study and the vehicle of communication, poses distinct challenges for
inquiry learning.
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Schwarzer and Luke (2001) build upon and adapt the work of Short et al.
(1996) to discuss some of the theoretical and practical issues of inquiry-based
learning in foreign language settings. They encourage educators who are
interested in incorporating inquiry learning to examine multiple options for
interventions in their courses. The first option that Schwarzer and Luke propose
involves modifying the entire curriculum of a particular course, thus enabling the
inquiry learning approach to serve as the theoretical and pedagogical basis for the
class. Other options include mini-implementations (e.g. part of a semester or a
portion of each day dedicated to inquiry learning) and curricular engagements that
emphasize inquiry processes and student-centered learning. Although their work
provides suggestions for implementing inquiry learning and solutions for
overcoming obstacles, additional research including actual implementations in
diverse academic settings and with learners of varying language ability levels is
needed to substantiate and expand on that work.
Sidman-Taveau and Bolotin (2001) illustrate how project-based learning
can make significant contributions to a language course. Their project-based
Webquest (El Mundo Hispano Webquest) has been used with over 700 first-year
Spanish students at the university level. The lessons in the Webquest form part of
the curriculum for the first-year course and are accessible either from home or
from university computer labs. During the course of a semester students are
required to complete three on-line lessons dealing with shopping, restaurants, and
vacations. Overall, responses to the lessons have been favorable and students have
created vastly different projects. In these classes, however, inquiry learning plays
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a minor, secondary role to more traditional instruction. Other small-scale foreign
language research studies utilizing inquiry approaches are Turnbull (1999) who
deals with multidimensional project-based teaching in French second language,
Moss (1998) who details project-based learning for adult English language
learners, and Brandl (2002) who integrates Internet-based reading materials into
the foreign language curriculum.
TECHNOLOGY
The advent of the technological era has impacted nearly every aspect of
our lives. Technology affects how we travel, how we communicate, how we
work, and even how we play. It comes as no surprise then, that technology affects
the way that we educate the students in our schools. Early research on technology
and education began with the use of mainframe computers in the 1960s. Research
was primarily driven by the then prevalent transmission theories of learning
which were associated with the concepts of behaviorism. To a large degree,
technology use reflected the dominant models of instruction (i.e. teacher directed
instruction with students memorizing information). In these types of learning
environments, computers were simply used to replace the teacher as the primary
disseminator of information. Studies focused on whether computers could provide
instruction that was as good as or better than that provided by regular classroom
teachers.
The decline of the behaviorist hegemony and subsequent interest in
cognitivism and constructivism resulted in a number of researchers and
practitioners exploring ways for technology to support different models of
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instruction that emphasized the active involvement of students and learning with
understanding (Goldman et al., 2002). Goldman et al. propose that technology can
make it easier to create inquiry-based projects that enable students to learn with
understanding through experiences of sustained inquiry and reflection. Willis et
al. (1996) maintain that computer-based technology supports constructivist
approaches to learning by providing multiple ways to access and process
information, to experience audio and visual media, to publish student work, and to
communicate across large distances.
Furthermore, Schools for Thought (SFT) (Lamon, Secules, Petrosino,
Hackett, Bransford, & Goldman, 1996; Secules, Cottom, Bray, Miller, and the
SFT Collaborative, 1997) epitomized by classrooms that are child- and
knowledge-centered, benefit from technological innovation (Williams, Burgess,
Bray, Bransford, Goldman, & The Cognition and Technology Group at
Vanderbilt, 1998). These classrooms emphasize the creation of “communities of
learners” in which teachers and students jointly share the responsibility for
outlining and accomplishing learning goals through sustained research and
inquiry of pertinent problems and issues. Technology plays a crucial role in SFT
classrooms in a number of ways: (a) to bring problems into the class, (b) to
provide resources and scaffolds, (c) to provide feedback opportunities, and (d) to
connect students and teachers to homes, communities, and the world (Williams et
al., 1998, p. 100).
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Technology and FLE
Over the past two decades, the field of FLE has witnessed the explosive
growth and incorporation of computer technologies in classroom learning
environments. The increasingly complex technologies developed over the last ten
years allow researchers and practitioners involved in FLE to expand the uses and
benefits of computer technology in their classrooms. Liu, Moore, Graham, and
Lee (2002) point out that foreign language educators are particularly interested in
technologies that can provide immediate feedback, offer learners control, simulate
real-world situations with audio, video, and graphics, and present learners with
authentic learning situations.
Reactions to Technology
Students’ and teachers’ reactions to technology in foreign language classes
have been largely positive (Liu et al., 2002). Research on the motivational aspects
of implementing computer technologies in FLE classes confirms the general
consensus that students enjoy using computers and Internet resources. Lee (1997)
examined whether the Internet provides advantages for students learning foreign
languages. The study involved 124 college level (intermediate) Spanish students
who communicated with native Spanish speakers via the Internet. Self-report data
from the study indicate that students were more motivated to study and that they
gathered more cultural information. In a similar study, Bradley and Lomicka
(2000) examined learner reactions to technology in French and Spanish
undergraduate classes. Students reported that they found the computer labs to be
more relaxing than their regular classrooms. Additional studies support the notion
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that students by and large have positive reactions toward technology and
computer use in foreign language classes (e.g. Beauvois, 1994; Blyth, 1999;
Donaldson & Kotter, 1999; Kubota, 1999). A limited number of studies, though,
show contrary results.
Sullivan and Pratt (1996) did not find significant differences in students’
attitudes toward writing on computers or on writing apprehension measures and
Ulitsky (2000) found that pre-service and in-service teachers expressed a
preference for interacting with real people in real situations instead of simulated
situations on the computer. Furthermore, Blyth (1999) conducted a study of
university French students that yielded mixed results. Although the students in the
class enjoyed working with multimedia materials many of them were concerned
that they were not learning enough grammar. According to Blyth, the successful
implementation of new pedagogical approaches in software design and learning
activities is dependent upon the learning context as well as the students’
backgrounds. Students coming from a traditional textbook/grammar emphasis on
drill-and-practice may have difficulty adjusting to culturally based multimedia
materials. In Blyth’s study, positive reactions to multimedia were countered by
student concerns about grammar and traditional language learning.
The Development of Cultural Knowledge
One of the seemingly obvious benefits of the Internet is the immediate
access it provides to information from across the entire world. Culture teaching
appears to be an area that could be impacted by computers and the Internet by
enabling students to travel “virtually” anywhere, anytime. In their 1998 study on
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the role of the Internet and culture learning, Osuna and Meskill found that the use
of the Internet generated enthusiasm and increased students’ learning of culture.
Their course was comprised of 13 beginning-level college students studying
Spanish. Later, Osuna (2000) found that culture learning is facilitated by
computers when tasks are framed within a socio-constructivist framework.
Although there is a substantial body of research supporting the integration
of computers and other technologies into foreign language classes it is important
to note that voices of warning have been raised by a number of researchers and
practitioners. The voices are not necessarily anti-technology, but they do argue for
careful and appropriate uses of computers and technology in classrooms. Bailey
(1996) asserts that, “technology is essentially impotent without creative and
imaginative application” (p. 73). Collentine (1998) and Schwartz (1995) contend
that computer software must be based on sound pedagogy, language learning
theories, and effective design principles. Salaberry (2000) cautions that,
The alleged pedagogical benefits of computer networking in language
learning and teaching may not be realized as expected because previous
pedagogical claims in computer networking focused primarily on the
technological capabilities of the new medium and neglected to analyze the
pedagogical design of instructional activities (p. 29).
While dealing specifically with computer networking, Salaberry’s admonition is
applicable to computer technologies in general. The capabilities of the medium
must not overshadow sound pedagogy or detract from the development of
effective and captivating activities.
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TEACHER-RESEARCH
Teacher-research involves the meshing of an individual with a process
(Freeman, 1998). A powerful tool for investigating classrooms and pedagogy,
teacher-research can also lead to introspection and self-improvement. Corey
(1953) explains,
We are convinced that the disposition to study, as objectively as possible,
the consequences of our own teaching is more likely to change and
improve our practices than is reading about what someone else has
discovered regarding the consequences of his teaching. The latter may be
helpful. The former is almost certain to be (p. 70).
Corey’s statement provides a compelling commentary and hypothesis on
teaching; that improvements in educational practice most effectively and most
frequently come about when teachers engage in research and reflection within the
confines of their own classrooms. This process of research and reflection has
various labels such as action research, reflective teaching, teacher-research,
critically reflective teaching, and exploratory teaching. Although the terms are
often used interchangeably they are distinctly different and thus not transposable.
To situate and explain teacher-research as it relates to this project a few
definitions are in order. Argyris and Schön (1991) define action research as
follows:
Action research takes its cures – its questions, puzzles, and problems –
from the perceptions of practitioners within particular, local practice
contexts. It bounds episodes of research according to the boundaries of the
local context. It builds descriptions and theories within the practice
context itself, and tests them there through intervention experiments-that
is, through experiments that bear the double burden of testing hypotheses
and effecting some (putatively) desirable change in the situation (p. 86).
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Action research, then, involves practitioners developing a theory within a
particular system (i.e. the classroom) with the overarching goal of doing
something that will improve the system. Rankin (1999) explains that, “The
teacher observes the situation as it currently exists, determines a course of action,
implements it, notes the results through continued observation, and in the process
seeks additional areas for change. AR is reflection-based, action-oriented, and, as
this description suggests, cyclical” (p. 109). Action research attempts to pinpoint
and address grievances or problems in the classroom setting. However, Rankin
points out “beyond these basic components, educators differ as to what, precisely,
AR should entail” (p. 109). In reality, action research is a continuum from critical
research that focuses on critiques of power, privilege, and oppression, to teacherresearch and reflective practice. A point of consensus among proponents of action
research, though, is that observations and changes in the teaching and learning
environment are done by teachers themselves rather than outside observers or
researchers (Rankin, 1999).
This dissertation is not an action research project. There is not an attempt
to address a social problem or to remedy a problem in the classroom. Instead,
priority is given to examining and documenting the curricular innovation. A
simpler definition of teacher-research that is applicable to this work is: research
done by teachers. The definition resembles Richards and Lockhart’s (1996)
conceptualization of action research that refers to “teacher-initiated classroom
investigation which seeks to increase the teacher’s understanding of classroom
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teaching and learning [italics added], and to bring about change in classroom
practices” (p. 12).
In their work with teacher-researchers Burnaford, Fischer, and Hobson
(2001) found four common themes or actions frequently associated with teacherresearch.
(a) Critical reflection on classroom practice that provides a foundation for
improving learning and instruction; (b) engaging in research that helps
teachers play a more active role in their professional development; (c)
designing more effective curriculum and authoring better school
improvement plans using action research frameworks; and (d) supporting
teachers who advocate for larger issues of democratic education, human
rights, and social justice. (p. 2).
Burnaford et al. maintain that teachers are at the center of teacher-research
and that engaging in research enables teachers to make informed decisions for the
benefit of all learners. They point out that many of the techniques and approaches
used in teacher-research for collecting and analyzing data have been borrowed
from more general qualitative research methods. As teacher-research expands,
though, it is quite possible that a unique paradigm of research methods and
approaches will emerge. To avoid the danger of teacher-research “becoming
anything and everything” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999, p. 17), Burnaford et al.
stress that there must be “systematic and intentional monitoring by the profession
and the advocates of such inquiry in order to maintain its integrity and usefulness”
(p. 4).
Later in the same work, Hobson (2001) discusses a number of ways of
doing teacher action research. He maintains that one of the primary benefits of
teacher research is gaining new perspectives about our students and ourselves.
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One of the fundamental benefits of doing teacher research is the
opportunity it affords us for perceiving our world a little more freshly.
One of the purposes of the research process is to render the familiar a little
strange. We want both things at once, to be close to the matter at had, but
also to develop the perspective that comes from a degree of distance (p. 78).
Hobson also explains how action is a critical component in teacher
research. The teacher is not a passive participant but an active doer who is
engaged in both teaching and researching. According to Hobson, involvement
with the processes leads to greater understanding of both.
If you want to understand something, try to change it. This matter of
change, of actually doing something even as one is studying it, is central
to classroom-based teacher-conducted research. The teacher researcher is
not just standing back and observing some pristine phenomena from a
distance (p. 8).
Besides “doing” the teacher-researcher is also constantly involved with
self-reflection, the “process of making sense of one’s experience and telling the
story of one’s journey” (Hobson, 2001, p. 8). Teacher-research frequently
involves the telling of stories. The use of narrative allows readers to become a
part of the phenomena and “provides a context for viewing the teaching and
learning that occurs in school through a critical lens” (p. 14). Taking into account
all of the complexities associated with teaching and researching, Hobson
repetitively emphasizes the principal role of the teacher.
Again and again in teacher research, we are confronted with the primacy
of the teacher. It is the teacher who is at the center of action in the
classroom; it is the teacher who is trying, in real life and real time, to
understand what is going on in the classroom and to make a difference (p.
16).
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Freeman (1998) provides an extensive description of and framework for
teacher-research, with an emphasis on FLE and SLA. For Freeman, “The activity
of teaching—indeed the whole notion of the teacher’s work—is changed when the
process of research is introduced. Likewise, research and the researcher’s work
are changed when these functions are undertaken by teachers” (p. 2). Combining
teaching and researching results in a process where, “the synergy is more than the
respective parts” (p. 2).
To contextualize his arguments, Freeman presents five propositions on
teacher-research paraphrased below (for a more in-depth discussion the reader is
invited to consult Freeman, 1998, p. 5-15).
(1) Research must be redefined to make it a central part of teaching.
(2) Research is an orientation towards one’s practice that involves
questioning. Questioning leads to inquiry conducted within a
disciplined framework.
(3) There is no publicly recognized “discipline” of teaching and teachers
see themselves as users of knowledge rather than producers of
knowledge.
(4) Inquiry is the basis of teacher-research.
(5) Research findings need to be made public in order to facilitate the
development of a teaching discipline. Furthermore, teacher-researchers
must explore new ways of reporting what they have found from their
inquiries.
There are always a number of tensions and ethical concerns inherent in the
work of teaching and researching, particularly when the two are combined. For
teacher-researchers, Freeman reasons that the role of the teacher must be the
preeminent role. He comments, “There are things that one does as a teacher that
may shape or even preclude one’s role as a researcher, and ethically the teacher in
teacher-research must take precedence” (p. 7). Baumann (1996) discusses two
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ethical principles, “the primacy of teaching and students…research can never
interfere with or detract from a teacher’s primary responsibility to help students
learn and grow,” and “the pragmatic constraints of classroom inquiry…realities of
full-time teaching affect decisions about the course of classroom inquiry” (p. 30).
Given the constraints and ethical issues involved with teacher-research,
teacher-researchers must still strive for disciplined inquiry that results in data,
arguments, and reasoning that can withstand inspection by the scientific
community. Freeman (1998) provides an in-depth framework for the teacherresearch cycle and a modified typology from van Lier (1988) that illustrates
research design and research methods along an axis of organization and an axis of
intervention. He suggests that in order to make research a central part of teaching,
research itself must be redefined.
Teacher-research is the story of two nouns joined by a hyphen; being a
teacher-researcher means working at that hyphen (Fine, 1996)…. The
‘teacher’ is a person and ‘research’ is a process. Putting the two together
with a hyphen does several things: It creates a person-process, which
suggests the agency of the teacher who takes on a process—research—that
is different from teaching. Thus, in teacher-research, the doer and the
doing combine to mutually redefine one another. The hyphen also
emphasizes both the connection and the difference between the two
elements in this new equation. The connection speaks to the potential;
teacher-research means teachers researching teaching (p. 5).
Thus, the emphasis of this project is to increase the understanding of
classroom teaching and learning that occurs in an inquiry-based Spanish
classroom. The project is more appropriately classified as teacher-research rather
than action research.
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CONCLUSION
The studies and articles presented in this chapter offer a theoretical and
pedagogical foundation for the inquiry-based teaching approach associated with
this dissertation. The sections on qualitative research and teacher-research provide
support for the evaluative case study design utilized with the present study. The
section on inquiry learning highlights the successes, failures, and problematic
areas encountered in other project- and problem-based settings and the discussion
of technology sets the stage for the use of computers and Internet in the class.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
INTRODUCTION
This chapter on methodology details the design and research methods
associated with the project. In the first section the research questions are
presented followed by a description and rationale for the evaluative case study
design. The subsequent sections introduce the reader to the teacher-researcher, the
research assistant, and the student participants. These brief synopses are included
to contextualize the participating individuals within the study. The remaining
sections of the chapter deal with data collection and analysis, anonymity and
confidentiality, and validity.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The research questions for this dissertation are: (a) how does a teacherresearcher implement an inquiry-based learning approach in a fourth-semester
university Spanish class, (b) what do students do in the inquiry-based classroom,
(c) what are students’ reactions to the learning approach, and (d) what are some of
the linguistic and educational gains possible in this type of environment?
TYPE OF RESEARCH STUDY
This dissertation research project is an evaluative case study involving a
teacher-researcher and a fourth-semester university Spanish class. The case study
design was selected to “gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and
meaning for those involved” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19). Furthermore, “the interest is
in process rather than outcomes, in context rather than a specific variable, in
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discovery [italics added] rather than confirmation” (p. 19). In general, the case
study design enables the researcher to generate an intensive and highly descriptive
analysis of a particular complex system or unit that is bounded (Stake, 2000).
In this project there are multiple units under concurrent investigation. The
first unit is the entire fourth-semester university Spanish class. Examining the
entire class as the inquiry-based approach was implemented yields valuable
insights regarding the first research question. Moreover, the first unit of analysis
provides concrete data about class dynamics, class assignments and activities, and
the overall classroom environment. In addition to the entire class unit, a number
of students were selected from the class to serve as individual case studies.
Focusing on these few individuals further contextualizes the experience and
provides specific information for the second, third, and fourth research questions.
Importantly, the individual case studies enable the students’ voices and
perspectives to be represented in the research. The depiction and analysis of the
case study units is “richly descriptive in order to afford the reader the vicarious
experience of having been there” (Merriam, 1998, p. 238) and allow the reader to
adequately evaluate the evidence upon which the analysis is based.
RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS
The Teacher-Researcher
It is a common technique for researchers operating within the quantitative
paradigm to attempt to distance themselves from the participants or “subjects” of
the research. Ostensibly, this is done to preserve validity and reliability and to
ensure that both data and data analysis are objective. Practitioners involved with
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qualitative work maintain that it is impossible to completely extract oneself from
the research and that total objectivity is unattainable. While impracticable to
remove the influence of the researcher it is vitally important that the roles, beliefs,
and potential biases of the researcher be delineated upfront. This requisite
openness stems from the fact that, “All observations and analyses are filtered
through that human being’s worldview, values, and perspective” (Merriam, 1998,
p. 22). Accordingly, this section documents my background, characteristics,
personality traits, and potential biases as the teacher-researcher.
For an Assistant Professor I am relatively young, 28 years old at the time
of the research project. I am a white, middle-class, male from a middle class
family from a middle-class town in southeast Idaho. Growing up I had limited
exposure to racial, ethnic, or religious diversity. Like all of the students in the
inquiry-based class I am a second-language learner. My initial language learning
experiences began with high school Spanish and continued through college. At
the conclusion of my freshman year at the university I participated in a two-year
intensive language experience for my church in California, where I worked with
Spanish-speaking people from Mexico and Central and South America. It was
during my time in California that I came to better understand and embrace
diversity. It was also in California that I decided to become a teacher.
Upon returning to the university, I completed a Bachelor of Arts degree in
Spanish Education, followed by a Masters of Second Language Teaching. While I
was studying for my Masters degree, I was simultaneously working as a Spanish
teacher at a local junior high comprised of 8th and 9th graders. The majority of the
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students at the junior high came from white, middle-class backgrounds similar to
my own. Teaching 13-15 year-olds was constantly challenging and frequently
hectic. My experiences at the junior high undoubtedly contributed to my tolerance
of mild commotion in language learning settings and impacted how I acted and
reacted in the inquiry-based classroom. Working with adolescents taught me to
expect the unexpected and highlighted how language teaching and learning often
take place in dynamic, energetic, semi-structured systems.
When I finished my Masters degree I decided to continue my education by
pursuing a Ph.D. at the University of Texas at Austin. During my coursework in
Austin I had the opportunity to supervise student observers and student teachers in
local middle and high schools. My role as a supervisor permitted me to visit the
schools a few times each week. The urban schools in Austin were quite different
from any that I had previously experienced in terms of ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic status. After two years in Texas I was hired as an Assistant Professor at
a mid-major university in the Midwest. At my new university I found myself back
in familiar territory with students who came overwhelmingly from white, middleclass homes.
Connecting with and relating to the students in the inquiry-based class was
thus possible on a number of levels. First, there was the commonality of
backgrounds. Second was the fact that I was only slightly older (but married with
children) than some of the students. I came to the class with a clear and recent
recollection of the rigors of college life in and out of the classroom. Furthermore,
I am from the same “generation” as the students sharing common interests in
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sports, film, music, etc. and having been through similar social and education
systems. Third, I am a second-language learner and not a native speaker of the
language. Although I was an imperfect model of “native” Spanish, I was a
tangible and approachable model of a successful language learner who could
relate from personal experience of learning the language. It is possible that the
commonalities and the ability to connect with the students fostered a sense of
openness in the class and interviews that other instructors may not have achieved.
It is also quite possible that how the students perceived me affected the
research in significant ways. As an Assistant Professor without a doctoral degree I
was in an interesting position. The assistant professor title provided a sense of
certainty to the class and the modifications that we were undertaking, but the fact
that I had not completed my doctorate left me in uncharted, middle ground. I was
an authority figure, but not on the same level as the other professors of the
department. Additionally, I was an instructor, but not like the graduate assistants,
teaching assistants, or contract faculty. Was I seen as a professor, a peer, or
simply the “new guy” rocking the boat without a Ph.D. to substantiate and
validate the process? When addressed in class I was occasionally referred to as
Dr. Luke, Chris, or Luke, but most frequently as Professor Luke. In the
interviews, Heather remarked, “You feel more like an equal, even though you are
superior, if that makes sense” (Second Interview, p. 4).
Other student perceptions likely related to my age and gender. As
previously mentioned I was only a few years older than many of the students. Age
may have created a sense of community, but it also might have resulted in
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wariness about the innovative methods of the course. For some students my age
might have been equated with inexperience. One student remarked in the
anonymous final course evaluation that a weakness of the instructor was, “Still
learning how to teach college.” The proximity in age, coupled with my uncertain
status as a professor may have created an ambiance where some students felt I
was a peer, an equal, or perhaps a confidant. For others, the methods might have
been overly experimental and unfounded. A few months after the end of the
semester I asked the research assistant (Heidi) and two other students whether
they thought that my age had impacted the course either positively or negatively.
Heidi responded, “I think that the class was affected in a positive way because
you are young. I think that because you are young the students could more easily
relate to you” (Heidi, personal communication, October 27, 2003). The two
student respondents also thought that my age had a positive impact on the class.
Alexis wrote,
I think we were actually affected in a positive way because you are young.
Sometimes this can be a negative point because of inexperience. I did not
see this as a problem in your class. I believe that younger people are more
open to change and suggestion. I also think sometimes it is easier to get
along with a younger professor. They seem more approachable (Personal
communication, October 20, 2003).
Heather’s comments were,
Spanish is a subject that can cause many people to feel vulnerable and
unsure of themselves, so having a person that is relatively close to our own
age as an instructor makes us feel like you have not forgotten what it was
like to be a little uneasy, and you are likely to be very understanding of
our fears, concerns (Personal communication, October 21, 2003).
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Another factor that may have impacted the research was gender. I do not
consider myself to be a prejudiced or sexist individual in any way, but the fact
that I am male and that most of the students were female (12 out of 19) might
have affected both the learning environment and the research. In the email
correspondence dealing with age I also asked Heidi, Alexis, and Heather whether
gender had affected the course in a positive or negative way. Both Heidi and
Alexis responded in a neutral fashion. Heidi remarked, “I don’t think the class
was affected one way or the other because you are male” (Personal
communication, October 27, 2003). Alexis’ response was, “I do not think that
gender determines the dynamics of the class…. I do not think we were affected
either way because of your gender” (Personal communication, October 20, 2003).
Differing from the other two respondents, Heather indicated a preference for male
professors.
It has been my experience that female professors can often be a little more
uptight and strict in the classroom. This certainly is not the case with ALL
female professors, but that is how I feel in general. I do not think the class
would have had the same relaxed and comfortable learning environment
had the professor been female. I think that myself, and the class, were
affected in a positive way because you are male. Male professors tend to
have more control over a classroom, which is why you were able to allow
us to be relatively free with how we used our time, but still maintain order
and respect” (Personal communication, October 21, 2003).
The above self-description is an attempt to position and contextualize
myself in the research and allow the reader to draw conclusions based on the
complete account. Merriam (1998) stresses that in qualitative research it is
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paramount to make explicit “the researcher’s assumptions, worldview, and
theoretical orientation at the outset of the study” (p. 205).
The Research Assistant
The research assistant for the class was an advanced undergraduate
Spanish education major named Heidi. At the time of the research project, Heidi
was enrolled in a number of upper-level Spanish and education courses. She was
completing her teaching practicum at a local high school and middle school and
was scheduled to student-teach the following fall semester. Heidi expressed
interest in working as a research assistant on the project after taking my foreign
language teaching methods course the previous semester.
Due to the fact that she had little research experience, I prepared a number
of materials for Heidi to read prior to the start of the semester. These included the
proposal for the dissertation study and excerpts on case study research and
observation (Merriam, 1998). Additionally, I developed various observation
guides to facilitate the observation process (Appendix B). Once the class and data
collection had commenced, Heidi met with me on a weekly basis to discuss her
observation records and the course in general. At these meetings we would review
observational data, pose and answer follow-up questions, and discuss our
perceptions of the class.
As the research assistant, Heidi had a number of significant functions. Of
utmost importance, though, was her role as a participant-observer in the class.
Heidi attended each class session and recorded observations both of the teacherresearcher and the students. Although her primary function was to act as an
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observer in the class, Heidi did teach one class period and she frequently
interacted with the students to answer questions about their inquiry projects or the
Spanish language.
While not an experienced observer, Heidi proved to be invaluable in a
number of ways. First, the fact that she was an undergraduate seemed to connect
her to the student participants. Students in the class spoke freely with Heidi and
seldom seemed bothered by the fact that she was taking observation notes or
asking them questions. There appeared to be a good working relationship between
Heidi and the students. Second, because Heidi was a Spanish major she was able
to understand everything that was said in the classroom whether in English or in
Spanish. Third, her background in education and her experiences in the local
schools familiarized her with classroom behavior and management techniques.
Finally, Heidi was able to contribute a valuable perspective through her
observations and meetings with the teacher-researcher from her own experiences
as a student and a future teacher.
Profiles of the Student Participants
At the beginning of the semester there were 19 students in the inquirybased class. Seventeen of the 19 students elected to participate in the project.
Throughout the project various students are mentioned, and particularly in the
case studies, their voices are heard. To get a sense of the make-up of the class and
to be able to keep track of who is who in the research, concise profiles of each
student are provided below.
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Adam – Caucasian male. Adam is a junior in college. His major is
Telecommunications and his minor is Film. Prior to the inquiry-based class he
had three college-level Spanish classes required for his major. This was Adam’s
final Spanish class. His goals were to pass the class and also become more fluent
in speaking the language.
Alexis – Caucasian female. Alexis is a sophomore majoring in Elementary
Education and minoring in Psychology. She had two previous Spanish classes at
the college level, three years in high school, and a brief study abroad experience
in Madrid, Spain. Approximately 16% of the people in her hometown speak
Spanish and during high school her employment frequently brought her into
contact with Spanish-speakers. Alexis was taking the class to complete a
requirement for a Bachelor of Arts degree. Her goals were “maybe to improve
some, get the grade” (Data Sheet). Alexis chose to participate in the research
project and ended up as one of the three individual case studies.
Barry – African-American male. Barry elected to participate in the study,
but did not fill out a data information sheet. He was frequently absent and
eventually asked to receive a grade of “Incomplete” in the course.
Dan – Caucasian male. Dan did not participate in the research project.
Doug – Caucasian male. Doug participated in the study, but did not fill out
a data sheet. He was taking the course to fulfill a requirement for his major.
Erica – Caucasian female. Erica is a junior in Telecommunications. She
had three and a half years of Spanish in high school, and one semester in college.
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She enrolled in the class as a requirement for her major. She was one of the
students frequently absent during the semester.
Heather – Caucasian female. Heather had three years of high school
Spanish and one semester of college-level Spanish at another university. She is a
freshman majoring in Secondary Education. Heather indicated that she was taking
the course as a requirement, but also for personal reasons. Her goals were to pass
the class, become more fluent with the language, and learn more about Spanish
culture (Data Sheet). Heather participated in the interviews and was one of the
individual case studies.
Jennifer – Caucasian female. Jennifer is a junior majoring in
Telecommunications. She had no experience with Spanish prior to college. Her
college courses began in the summer prior to the fourth-semester class, meaning
that she had a total of 8 months of language learning experience when she entered
the class. Jennifer volunteered to participate in the interview portion of the project
and she was later selected as one of the case studies.
John – Caucasian male. John did not participate in the study.
Justin – Caucasian male. Justin is a senior with a major in English and a
minor in Telecommunications. At the college level he had two Spanish classes
prior to the inquiry-based course. In high school he had four years of Spanish
instruction. Justin indicated that he was taking the course to fulfill a requirement
for a Bachelor of Arts. His goals were to receive a passing grade, increase his
ability in Spanish, and “have a new experience” (Data Sheet). Justin was one of
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the six students who volunteered to be interviewed in conjunction with the
research project.
Kristina – Caucasian female. Kristina participated in the study but did not
fill out a data information sheet.
Layla – Caucasian female. Layla is a sophomore majoring in public
relations and minoring in Spanish. Like many of the other students, Layla had
experience with Spanish in high school, enrolling for three years. At the
university she had two additional Spanish classes. She enrolled in the class as part
of her Spanish minor. Layla took part in the interview portion of the study.
Mark – Caucasian male. Mark is one of the many Telecommunications
majors in the class. He is in his junior year. With a relatively strong background
in Spanish (four years in high school and three semesters in the university) Mark
decided to minor in the language. His goals for the course were to understand
spoken Spanish better and prepare himself for his other Spanish classes. Mark
chose to participate in the study as an interviewee.
M e g a n – Caucasian female. Megan is a freshman majoring in
Telecommunications. At the university she tested out of the first two semesters of
Spanish after completing four years in high school. She enrolled in the course as a
requirement for her Telecommunications major and because she likes the
language and culture. She wanted to achieve a better understanding of the
language and improve her ability to speaking properly. In spite of her extensive
background and even testing out of classes, Megan almost always spoke in
English in the class.
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Natalie – Caucasian female. Natalie is in her junior year of college. She is
a Political Science, Pre-Law student. Another student who did not have any
language learning experiences in high school, she has now completed the first
three semesters of the four-semester requirement. This class was to fulfill her
department requirement, but she also expressed interest in learning to speak the
language since she plans to travel in the future.
Samantha – Caucasian female. Samantha is another Telecommunications
major. Her minor is in film. Before coming to college she had three years of
Spanish in high school. She also completed two semesters of Spanish at the
university.
Stephanie – Caucasian female. Stephanie is an Elementary Education
major with a minor in Counseling. She started learning Spanish in the eighth
grade and continued throughout high school. At college she tested out of one
semester of Spanish and then enrolled in two other courses. She enrolled in the
inquiry-based class to fulfill the requirements for a Bachelor of Arts degree.
Stephanie was quite critical of the class and openly questioned whether the
methods benefited her language learning.
Steve – Caucasian male. Steve volunteered to participate in the study but
withdrew from the course for medical reasons after a few weeks.
Tanya – African-American female. Tanya is in her second year at the
university. She is working on a degree in Pre-Med and Medical Technology and
minoring in Spanish. During high school Tanya had 5 years worth of Spanish.
When she came to the university she tested out of the first two semesters and then
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enrolled in the third-semester class. She sees Spanish as a way to make herself
more marketable in her career.
T i f f a n y – Caucasian female. Tiffany is a senior majoring in
Telecommunications. Her areas of emphasis are production and graphic arts. Her
Spanish language experiences include three courses in college and three years in
high school. She took the course as a requirement, but she also expressed interest
in learning to speak more fluently.
In summary, there were 17 students who elected to participate in the
research project. The six students who volunteered to be interviewed and possibly
serve as case studies were Alexis, Jennifer, Heather, Layla, Justin, and Mark. Of
those six, Alexis, Jennifer, and Heather were eventually selected as case study
participants.
APPROACH AND DESIGN
The sample selection for the case was non-probabilistic since the intent
was to see how the inquiry-based learning approach was implemented and what
happened following the implementation. For this particular study, the goal was
not to generalize to a larger population, but to collect and analyze data and
produce a description that was both “rich” and “thick” (Merriam, 1998, p. 29).
The curricular innovations covered an entire semester with students working
through three inquiry cycles that each lasted three to six weeks. While working
within the Inquiry Cycle framework, students focused on a number of
communicative language functions including: describing, comparing, reacting and
recommending, narrating in the past, speaking about likes and dislikes, making
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hypotheses, and speaking about the future (Foerster, Lambright, & Alfonso-Pinto,
2003). It should be noted that while the linguistic and functional outcomes for the
course were somewhat aligned with other fourth-semester Spanish classes at the
university, the research project represented a curricular innovation and not a
hybrid or “add-on” to the regular fourth-semester Spanish class. The first unit of
investigation (i.e. the entire Spanish class) can be considered typical in the sense
that it resembled other fourth-semester university Spanish classes.
There were a number of factors that influenced my decision to carry out
the research project with a fourth-semester class. The factors fall into two
categories: (a) understanding the phenomenon of the study and (b) sample
convenience. Brandl (2002) points out that open-ended learning involving
Internet-based resources “requires language learners to have a solid foundation in
their language proficiency skills. This makes the project-based approach most
appropriate for intermediate and advanced language learners” (p. 95). It was
anticipated that students in a fourth-semester class would have a sufficient
foundation and vocabulary in the language to enable them to function in the
inquiry environment. Furthermore, since the project represented a curricular
innovation for the students and for me the middle ground of intermediate
proficiency seemed like a fair place to start.
Another factor was that the fourth-semester course was much more
flexible than the first three semesters of instruction in terms of scope and
sequence. At this particular university the first three semesters of Spanish share a
common textbook and methodological approach. Deviating from the prescribed
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curriculum and content in these courses could have potentially disrupted the
desired sequence and left students unprepared for the subsequent course. In the
fourth-semester course, while there are certain expectations for content and
mastery, choices regarding activities and methods are largely left to individual
instructors. Typically, the fourth-semester class serves as either a transitional
course into advanced courses or as an end point for those students who are
fulfilling language requirements for their departments.
Other factors affecting my decision to use a fourth-semester class were
related to sample convenience. First, I had experience teaching the course and was
familiar with the existing instructional materials, activities, and resources.
Second, was the issue of access to the research site. Initially, the project was
supposed to be carried out in a local high school, but when attempts at
collaboration failed the university site became more feasible and accessible.
The selection of students in the second unit (i.e. individuals who would
serve as case studies) was intended to allow for maximum variation as described
by Glaser and Strauss (1967). A maximum variation among the interviewees
would have included at least one student who responded favorably to the new
approach and at least one student who did not like the teaching methods or other
aspects of the course. However, since participation in the interviews and case
studies was voluntary (as mandated by the Institutional Review Board, hereafter
IRB) it is quite possible that only certain types of students chose to participate
(i.e. those who enjoyed the course anyway, those who liked the professor, etc.).
Patton (1990), though, points out that even findings from a small sample, such as
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4-5 students, can yield “important shared patterns that cut across cases and derive
their significance from having emerged out of heterogeneity” (p. 172).
Participant Recruitment
The class selected for the study was a fourth-semester Spanish class at a
mid-major university in the Midwest. The students were informed of the
experimental nature of the course on the first day of class. All students were
encouraged to participate, but none were required to take part. Students who
chose to involve themselves with the project signed informed consent forms.
Later during the semester the research assistant invited a number of students to
participate in interviews. Again, participation in the interview portion of the study
was completely voluntary. There were six students (four women and two men)
who elected to take part in the interviews and serve as case studies.
DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
A number of data sources and data collection techniques were utilized in
order to develop a case study that was “rich” and “thick.” The primary data
sources for the dissertation were anecdotal records written by the teacherresearcher, field notes taken from classroom observations by the research
assistant, and interviews. The stance of the teacher-researcher was that of
participant as observer (Hammersly & Atkinson, 1995). Students in the class were
aware of the nature of the project and the dual role of the instructor as both the
teacher and the researcher. Since the teacher-researcher was involved with
providing instruction, anecdotal records were selected over field notes.
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Immediately following each class session I made anecdotal records about the
activities of the class, reactions of the students, and personal reflections on how
the project was proceeding. The anecdotal records were periodically reviewed and
additional comments were added to them. Near the end of the semester emergent
themes were drawn out of the records and categorized with other data.
Classroom observations were carried out by the research assistant for the
entire semester: every Tuesday and Thursday for 75 minutes from January 7 to
April 24 for a total of 30 observations and 37.5 hours of observation. Merriam
(1998) lists long-term observation as one method of increasing internal validity.
On occasion when classroom activities permitted, the teacher-researcher made
annotations and conversed with the research assistant about what was happening
in the class. For the first few observations Heidi took copious notes, describing
the setup of the class, what the teacher did, and how students responded. After the
first few weeks Heidi began to use an observation guide that I had created (see
Appendix B). Each week I would meet with Heidi and review the observations
from previous classes. This allowed me to ask questions about unclear notations,
probe further into intriguing events, and provide instruction for Heidi about which
aspects of the class and which students to focus on. During our meetings we also
discussed problematic areas, curricular changes, and research concerns.
Furthermore, Heidi’s collaboration and peer examination served to increase the
internal validity of the project. Merriam (1998) explains that peer examination is,
“asking colleagues to comment on the findings as they emerge” (p. 204). At the
end of the semester all of the observational field notes were numbered and
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analyzed. As with the anecdotal records, emergent themes were pinpointed and
added to an electronic database.
The field notes generated from classroom observations were a crucial part
of the research design. The notes, and accompanying weekly meetings, allowed
me to get another opinion and perspective on the class. The observations provided
concrete descriptions of what was taking place in the class, what students were
doing, and how they were reacting to the approach. Observations likewise
supplied invaluable data concerning the “nuts and bolts” of the implementation.
A final primary data source was interviews (see Appendix C for sample
interview questions). In order to comply with guidelines and criteria established
by the IRB the invitation to be interviewed was extended to the entire class by the
research assistant, with the teacher-researcher being absent from the room. The
research assistant informed the students that while part of the research project
dealt with the curricular implementation involving the whole class, another
portion of the study dealt with individual learners who would serve as case
studies. Initially there were four students who volunteered to be interviewed and
two others agreed shortly thereafter.
The interviewees participated in three interviews, a phenomenological
format used by Seidman (1998). The first interview focused on contextualizing
the participants’ prior experiences with learning Spanish, the second concentrated
on the present experience with inquiry learning, and the third was an opportunity
for participants to reflect holistically on the meaning of the entire process. Each of
the interviews was person-to-person, semi-structured, and formal (Seidman,
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1998). All the interviews were conducted by the teacher-researcher in an office on
campus.
Before the first interview the teacher-researcher constructed a short list of
possible questions that served as a point of departure for additional questions. On
the second and third interviews similar lists of questions were generated
(Appendix C). What is more, the teacher-researcher would review prior
interviews and design questions that required clarification or elaboration by the
interviewees. All of the interviews were recorded and later transcribed. Before
each interview, the participants were reminded that they could withdraw from the
research project at any time and that there were no adverse consequences for
doing so. To further enhance the validity of the study, interview participants
member checked the transcriptions of their interviews to verify the accuracy of
the statements (Merriam, 1998).
After each interview the research assistant followed up with participants to
see if they were comfortable being interviewed by the teacher-researcher. None of
the participants expressed discomfort with the format. The interviews provided
insightful information about the students’ perspectives toward the inquiry
approach including their likes and dislikes, perceived strengths and weaknesses,
suggestions for improvements and adaptations, and comparisons with more
traditional teaching and learning. Assessing the utility and successfulness of the
Inquiry Cycle approach relied heavily on the participants’ views and judgments.
The secondary data source was documents. Students in the class were
required to submit a number of documents in conjunction with the research
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project: (a) three anonymous course reviews (Appendix D), (b) self-assessments
for each inquiry cycle (Appendix E), (c) self-reflections (Appendix F), (d) surveys
and questionnaires, (e) a personal data sheet (Appendix G), and (f) a final
anonymous course evaluation form required by the university. Students also
submitted various homework assignments and written work associated with their
inquiry projects. Only the documents of the students participating in the research
project were used for data analysis.
Throughout the semester the research project generated large amounts of
paper documents. One of the roles of the research assistant was to secure and
catalog the documents from the course for future analysis. Documents such as
exams and homework that pertained both to the course and the research project
were graded, photocopied, and then returned to the students. A copy of each
document was filed by the research assistant. When other documents such as
questionnaires and surveys that pertained solely to the research project were
completed they were reviewed by the teacher-researcher and then filed by the
research assistant.
The documents that were part of the course (i.e. homework, quizzes, and
exams) had students’ names on them. All other documents were kept anonymous
by using numerical codes. At the beginning of the semester students devised a
unique code that they used on research documents. Throughout the semester the
codes allowed students’ documents to be grouped appropriately while still
maintaining anonymity. Anonymous documents were analyzed during the course
of the project, but documents such as exams and homework that could be
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identified with participants were not analyzed until the end of the semester after
final grades had been posted (another requirement of the IRB). At the end of the
semester students submitted their codes and names to the research assistant who
created a master list and then sealed the list in an envelope. The teacherresearcher did not have access to the list of codes until after final grades had been
posted. After final grades were turned in, the teacher-researcher received the
names and codes and arranged all of the students’ anonymous and nonanonymous work accordingly. Students were then assigned a pseudonym and the
original master list of names and codes was destroyed thus restoring complete
anonymity prior to the write-up and publication of the research findings.
The data sources led to distinct representations in the dissertation. The
anecdotal records of the teacher-researcher were the primary source for a
descriptive, chronological account that documented the critical moments of
implementation of the approach, the interviews became the foundation for three
individual case studies, and all of the data sources were examined to determine
the emergent themes of the study.
VALIDITY
When dealing with qualitative research there are often concerns about
validity, especially among those who ascribe to quantitative epistemologies.
There are, however, a number of strategies and techniques that can be employed
to enhance the validity of qualitative research. In this study, one such strategy was
the use of triangulation of multiple data sources (Merriam, 1998). van Lier (1988)
explains triangulation as “the inspection of different kinds of data, different
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methods, and a variety of research tools” (p. 13). Triangulating data sources
increases validity when emerging themes and categories appear in multiple
sources of data, rather than in just one data source.
As mentioned previously, another strategy that can strengthen validity in
qualitative research is member checks. Member checks involve the participants of
the research by allowing them to review interview transcripts, written documents,
and the even the write-up of the research. The participants (or members) are then
able to validate the accuracy of the documents. The process helps to ensure that
the views, actions, perceptions, and voices of the participants are accurately
portrayed in the research. Other techniques used in this study were long-term
observation and the reporting of researcher biases. Long-term observation was
achieved by having the research assistant observe in the classroom over the course
of an entire semester. An accurate depiction of the curricular implementation
would have been difficult with few or infrequent observations.
Finally, I attempted to increase validity by focusing on the authenticity
criteria outlined by Lincoln and Guba (2000) that include fairness, ontological
authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic authenticity, and tactical
authenticity. The fairness criterion is concerned with representing the voices,
views, and opinions of all participants and stakeholders in the text. Ontological
and educative authenticity are criteria that emphasize an increase in the level of
awareness; first in research participants, and then in other people who come into
contact with the research participants. Catalytic and tactical authenticity refers to
the ability of the research project to prompt necessary action. In a number of
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ways, then, I have tried to represent the research openly and honestly and support
my assertions with appropriate and applicable data.
CONCLUSION
The purposes of this chapter were to describe the research design,
delineate the data sources used in the project, and explain the process of data
collection and analysis. The chapter began by listing the research questions that
guided the entire study and then proceeded with descriptions of all the research
participants. The research methods were discussed as well as ways that validity
was enhanced. In the next three chapters the data are presented through a
chronological account, three case studies, and emergent themes.
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Chapter 4: The Inquiry Cycle Class
INTRODUCTION
In their article dealing with the practical application of constructivist
theory Airasian and Walsh (1997) state that “Implementing constructivism calls
for a ‘learn as you go’ approach for both students and teachers; it involves many
decisions and much trial and error” (p. 447). To provide a more holistic
understanding of the curricular intervention involving inquiry cycles this chapter
is presented chronologically, beginning several months prior to the actual
implementation and continuing through the entire semester in which the research
project was carried out. The chronological report offers the reader insight into the
critical moments2 associated with development and intervention. Additionally, the
order serves to contextualize the teacher-researcher’s actions, reactions, and
perceptions of the course as they evolved. The bulk of the chapter is presented as
first-person narrative, reflecting and representing the voices of both the teacherresearcher and the student participants (Gergen & Gergen, 2000; Lincoln & Guba,
2000). The emphasis of the account is on those procedures, activities, actions, and
reactions that elucidate the phenomenon of implementing inquiry-based learning
in a fourth-semester university Spanish class. Conscientious efforts have been
taken to eliminate what is mundane and highlight what is compelling through the
documentation of the critical moments.

2

Whitmore & Crowell (1994) use a similar phrase “critical events” to document
and discuss their work in a bilingual whole language classroom.
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The chapter is divided into the following subsections: (a) initial course
development, (b) the first inquiry-cycle, (c) the second inquiry-cycle, (d) the third
inquiry cycle, and (e) teaching issues. The first four sections focus on the
chronological account, tracing the development and implementation of the
inquiry-based approach and documenting critical moments of implementation.
Each of the sections detailing an inquiry cycle also includes my reflections on the
cycle and lessons learned. In the concluding section on teaching issues I first
break down the constituent phases of the Inquiry Cycle, elaborating on some of
the difficulties associated with various phases, specifically when and where there
was disengagement with the learning process. I then revisit prior work in PBL
settings to draw comparisons and make suggestions for researchers and
practitioners interested in experimenting with similar approaches in their own
foreign language classes.
COURSE DEVELOPMENT
The implementation of an innovative instructional approach in a
classroom setting that has been traditionally behaviorist in nature (OmaggioHadley, 2000) is a complex process that requires advanced preparation and
planning, constant revision and adaptation, and reflection and critique. In many
instances, the process generates more questions than answers and it always entails
a dynamic and fluid interchange between the teacher, the students, the course
materials and curriculum, and the methods of instruction. The actual curricular
implementation in the inquiry-based Spanish class began in January of 2003, but
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the conceptual framework for the research project, a tentative curriculum, and the
software application utilized in the class were developed earlier.
The initial conceptualization for the Inquiry Cycle came as I read the work
of Short et al. (1996) on “Authoring Cycles” in elementary school settings. The
idea was further discussed and refined in a graduate course on foreign language
methodology. Preliminary delineation of the approach with theoretical
foundations and potential applications followed in an article by Schwarzer and
Luke (2001), but the concept received little additional attention until the spring of
2002 when I enrolled in a class on technology scaffolds in problem-based
learning. The class highlighted various means for technology to scaffold students
in problem-based and project-based learning environments (Koschmann et al.,
1996; Krajcik et al., 1998). For the final project of the course I worked with
another doctoral student, Leah Graham, on the development of a project-based
software application, “ESOL Essayist,” that was designed to aid ESOL students in
becoming better writers. The course and the project reignited and reaffirmed my
interest in constructivist theories and pedagogies (Palincsar, 1998) and the use of
technology as a teaching and learning tool in foreign language classrooms.
Shortly after the conclusion of the course I began developing another
software application that was to serve as the foundation for an inquiry-based
Spanish class. The development of the software was a complex and time
consuming process that required balancing the content and concepts of the course
with a viable and cohesive delivery system. The overall design objective was a
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software tool that would enhance the learning of the Spanish language by learners
at beginning and intermediate levels of proficiency.
After months of construction the software program “El Investigador en
Español” was eventually completed. The application was intended to function as
the crucial and defining component of the inquiry-based language course under
concurrent development. The software was intended to function as a teaching and
scaffolding tool that would engage the students in meaningful exploration of selfselected inquiry projects. Later, during the course of the research project, it
became evident that the software in and of itself was simply a facilitative tool for
introducing the students to the inquiry cycle approach. After working through the
first inquiry cycle students understood the underlying principles presented in the
software, and thereafter the program was sparingly used as a grammar and
vocabulary resource. It was the process of working through the phases of the
inquiry cycle that proved to be invaluable to the class.
In the fall of 2002 I accepted a position as an Assistant Professor of
Foreign Language Education at a mid-major university in the Midwest. Upon
arrival at the university contact was made with a local high school with which the
university had a close working relationship to pursue the possibility of carrying
out the research project in one of their Spanish classes. A meeting was arranged
with the Spanish teacher and one of the administrators at the school to discuss the
collaborative venture of modifying a Spanish class. Neither the teacher nor the
administrator showed much enthusiasm for the project. The original proposal
stressed the importance of making the curricular modifications over an extended
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period of time, minimally six to eight weeks. This proved to be the major point of
contention since both of the school’s representatives were unwilling to dedicate
more than two or three weeks to the project. Additional options were discussed
unsuccessfully and no consensus was reached about how or if the project would
proceed.
Frustrated in attempting to collaborate with a local high school, I decided
to approach my department chair about the prospect of implementing the research
project in one of my own intermediate-level Spanish classes. After discussing the
project in depth, the chair agreed to the request. At this particular institution the
fourth-semester Spanish classes represent the intermediate level of proficiency
(ACFTL Proficiency Guidelines, 1986, 1999) and conclude a four-semester
sequence. Many students in the classes are enrolled to complete a Bachelor of
Arts degree or to fulfill a departmental requirement of four semesters of a foreign
language.
With the research site solidified and the software application nearing
completion attention was shifted to the development of the course and the
curriculum. Of particular importance were matters of content, issues of curricular
negotiation (e.g. defining what elements of the course were open to negotiation
and which were not), development of sample lessons and sample inquiry cycles
(see Schwarzer, 2001 for a model of sample days) and a more definitive outline of
the types of learning activities that would take place in the class. Although the
structure of the course allowed for the creation of a student-centered learning
environment there still needed to be adequate support and guidance to channel the
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efforts of the students in positive directions (Krajcik et al., 1998; Polman, 2000).
Additional work and planning were undertaken to create clear guidelines and an
organization that would enable the students to function more independently and
effectively. While not wanting to produce an inflexible or cumbersome structure I
wanted to have a sense of what might take place throughout the duration of the
project.
The work of Schwarzer (2001) on Whole Language classrooms is
illustrative of the types of pre-planning and course design that can take place prior
to making curricular interventions. Schwarzer stresses the importance of
documenting “typical” or “expected” days, the setup of the classroom, and class
resources that enable readers to comprehend, or picture in their minds, the
makeup of the class and activities. Schwarzer’s model is beneficial as it supplies
enough detail and specificity to allow readers to experience the class he is
describing, which is particularly valuable when discussing innovative
interventions or approaches. Accordingly, the following sections describe the
initial projections of the entire semester, the classroom setting, resources, and a
sample day.
Overall Semester
A typical long semester at the university is 15 weeks. Students enrolled in
this particular course met every Tuesday and Thursday from 8:00 a.m. to 9:15
a.m. for a total of 30 class days and 37.5 hours of in-class instruction. As
previously mentioned, this was a fourth-semester Spanish class with students at
the intermediate-level of proficiency. At this and other colleges and universities
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the first two semesters of instruction in a foreign language are considered to be
beginning level and the second two semesters are generally intermediate level.
The numbering of the courses as well as the course catalog description classifies
the fourth-semester class as an intermediate course. Moreover, the textbook for
the class (Foerster et al., 2003) was geared toward intermediate learners.
The first three weeks of the semester the teacher-researcher worked
closely with the students on the software tutorial and a first, introductory inquiry
cycle dealing with the broad topic of “People.” During the introductory cycle the
teacher-researcher maintained substantially more control over the course content
and activities than in subsequent cycles. The primary focus in the first three weeks
was on modeling and scaffolding the process with and for the students (see Torp
& Sage, 1998 for a discussion on preparing and supporting learners in problembased environments). Another objective of the first weeks was to familiarize the
students with both inquiry-based learning (Schwarzer & Luke, 2001) and the
software program “El Investigador en Español.” At the conclusion of the
introductory inquiry cycle the students should have understood the design and
functioning of the software, the principles associated with inquiry cycles, and the
expectations for researching and developing an inquiry project. The remaining
twelve weeks of the semester were equally divided between two inquiry cycles
that dealt with the topics of “People,” “Places,” and “Culture” or any combination
of the three. The second and third inquiry cycles each lasted twelve days (two
days a week for six weeks) with eight days devoted to the various phases of the

81

Inquiry Cycle, three days for presentations, and one day for summative
assessment.
The Classroom Setting
The class met in two different rooms, both of which had been reserved for
the course. The first room where most of the instruction and class time was spent
was a computer lab that had enough computers for each student to work at his or
her own terminal. The room was equipped with high speed Internet access, and
other technology components such as a main computer, an LCD projector, and an
overhead were available when necessary. The computers in the lab were arranged
in three rows, all of which faced toward two white boards at the front of the room.
The rows were far enough apart to allow for movement through the center of the
class and also between rows. Students were able to maneuver their chairs to work
with partners or in small groups. Moreover, there was an adjoined classroom that
was open and available for use. On a daily basis students were asked to work with
a partner or in small groups in designated areas of the lab. For presentations and
summative examinations, students met in a more typical classroom. The second
classroom was equipped with a television, VCR, overhead projector, computer
and projector, and high-speed Internet access. In an effort to minimize the
distractions that might arise from having students positioned behind computers,
all the students’ presentations and the exams were scheduled to take place in the
second classroom.
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Resources for the Class
The majority of the linguistic and cultural content of the course was
derived from online sources. While the software program was almost entirely in
Spanish, it served as a limited grammar and vocabulary resource. The principal
purpose of “El Investigador en Español” was to provide the inquiry-based
framework for the students and initiate their inquiry projects by connecting them
to a companion website. In addition to web resources, students had access to
university libraries, other Spanish professors, the teacher-researcher, a research
assistant, the Latino Student group, and Spanish materials from the local
community. A limited number of activities scheduled throughout the semester
provided exposure to these additional resources. The class had a required textbook
that served as one of many resources available to the students. Besides the
information they gathered from the Internet, students were encouraged to
incorporate other resources into their projects.
Sample Day
Students enter the classroom and are greeted by the teacher-researcher in
Spanish. The first order of the day is to briefly discuss any pertinent
announcements and outline the schedule and activities. Most of the class is
conducted in Spanish with English being used strategically to clarify important
concepts and make clear any upcoming assignments. A typical day from the
teacher-directed introductory cycle includes a number of the following activities:
instructor grammar presentation, pair discussions, small group discussion, pair
and share activities, project development, and student-directed “free time.”
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During the second and third inquiry cycles similar activities are done, but with
more time allocated to the students as free time in which they direct their own
learning with pertinent activities and materials. The outline of the sample day
below represents what students often did during the student-centered cycles.
- Class Business, Announcements, and Peer Review (~ 8 min)
- Form Lessons (by Instructor) (~ 20-25 min)
-Presentation of Grammar or Concepts
-Multiple Activities to Target Various Language Skills
- Free Time (~ 30-40 min)
- Supplemental Learning Activities / Materials
- Grammar and Project Support
- Research and Development of Projects
-Wrap-Up / Concept Review / Homework (~ 5-10 min)
-Total Class Time (75 min)
It should be noted that the class addressed grammatical and linguistic
issues in conjunction with the inquiry-based learning projects. It was anticipated
that students would incorporate the particular grammar structures being studied
into their research, writing, and projects. The free time was for students to assess
what they needed to work on each day and then engage themselves with
appropriate materials and activities. Some students chose to work with vocabulary
and grammar while others elected to work solely on their projects.
The Iterative Nature of the Inquiry Cycle
As discussed in Chapter 1 there are seven iterative steps, or phases, in the
Inquiry Cycle. The constituent phases of a cycle are: (a) exploring the
topic/inquiry, (b) brainstorming ideas and forming the inquiry question, (c)
investigating and gaining multiple perspectives, (d) researching and revising, (e)
engaging in self-assessment and peer-assessment, (f) making learning public, and
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(g) reflecting on the process and product associated with the inquiry (see Chapter
1 for more detailed descriptions). The iterative nature of the cycle often results in
students maneuvering back and forth through the phases rather than simply
following a linear path from start to finish. For example, while the class is
working on the “Research and Revise” phase individual students may be engaged
with vastly different tasks. Some students might be preparing materials for public
presentation, others might elect to return to their original inquiry question and
modify it according to newly discovered information, and a few might seek out
additional perspectives. What is more, although the Inquiry Cycle has specific
phases for self-reflection and self-assessment students are generally engaged in
those processes throughout their inquiries. Therefore, while the Inquiry Cycle
suggests a framework to work with it does not dictate the exact paths the students
will ultimately take. In a very real sense each cycle is dynamic, flexible, and
iterative. The inclusion of a phase or phases in the following daily accounts, then,
is to provide a sense of how the cycles developed and progressed with the
understanding that movement among the phases was frequent.
THE FIRST INQUIRY CYCLE
The first inquiry cycle was markedly different from ensuing cycles in
terms of purpose, teacher-centeredness, and length and complexity. Since the
notion of inquiry cycles was new to most students it was important to provide
appropriate modeling and scaffolding during their first exposure (Torp & Sage,
1998). To guide and direct the students in appropriate directions and pathways the
teacher-researcher maintained more control over the materials and activities of the
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class. This decreased the opportunities for students to negotiate the curriculum but
increased the likelihood that they would understand the process and have a
positive and successful experience with inquiry-based learning. Many of the
activities and discussions during the first cycle were intended to form a strong
foundation whereon the students could build and extend their successive inquiries.
The introductory cycle was substantially shorter than the second and third cycles,
lasting only three weeks (six days of in-class work). Again, the goal was to
familiarize the students with the processes and products involved in inquiry-based
learning and facilitate initial attempts with inquiry learning. A compacted,
intensive first experience taught the requisite processes and supplied the students
with the necessary knowledge and skills to later take charge of their own inquiry
projects.
Day 1 – Tuesday, January 7
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Students were introduced to the concept of inquiry-based learning and an
overview of the Inquiry Cycle model was presented. As homework students were
instructed to practice searching for websites in Spanish and write a list of possible
resources for their inquiries.
Critical Moments in Implementation
On the first day of every class that I teach, I take time to introduce myself
to the students and I have them introduce themselves to the class. This succinct
activity is the first step in creating a community of learners (for discussion on
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communities of learners see Johnson & Freedman, 2001; Mlynarczyk & Babbitt,
2002; Whatley & Canalis, 2002; Whitmore & Crowell, 1994; Williams et al.,
1998) and laying the foundation for an interactive and collaborative classroom
setting. It is a simple gesture that stresses how knowing each other facilitates
working effectively together. In Spanish classes, these introductions are always
done in Spanish and inevitably the students make errors when speaking. The
inaccuracies provide an opportunity to discuss the fact that everyone in the room
is a second language learner and that everyone will make mistakes. These
discussions are an attempt to ease students’ apprehensions about speaking and
create an affectively supportive environment (Krashen, 1982).
Today, then, was no different from any other first day of a Spanish class.
Introductions were the first item of business, followed by a get-to-know you
activity where students worked in pairs to interview each other. In her
observational record, the research assistant noted that none of the students in the
class were Spanish majors, and only three were Spanish minors (Field Note 1),
meaning that many of them were probably in the class to fulfill a requirement and
not because of personal interest in the language or culture. Although
conscientious about using Spanish during the interview exercise there were a few
students who reverted to English in order to complete portions of the assignment.
Upon completion of the task I asked for volunteers who would provide additional
information to the entire class about the student they had interviewed. No one
volunteered. A number of factors may have been involved with the lack of
participation such as anxiety (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; Horwitz &
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Young, 1991) issues of self-esteem (Gardner & Lambert, 1972), or a fear of
making a mistake in front of peers (Lightbown & Spada, 1999). After a
momentary pause and a second invitation, one student briefly addressed the class.
Later in the class period I spoke with the students about expectations for
the course and issued a challenge to use Spanish as much as possible in and out of
class. Heidi wrote about the interaction as an “attempt to lower [the] affective
filter by saying nobody’s Spanish is perfect/native not even [the professor’s]”
(Field Note 1). Students were informed of the experimental nature of the
instructional approach to be used in the class and invited to participate in the
research study. The overwhelming response, according to Heidi, was that students
were “intrigued” (Field Note 1). Ultimately 17 of the 19 students chose to
participate.
The remainder of the class was spent demonstrating the software
application “El Investigador en Español” and describing the concept of learning
through inquiry cycles. This was done to model the use of technologies available
to the students and to answer any questions they had about the software or the
inquiry cycle process (Schwarzer & Luke, 2001) prior to beginning the first cycle
the next day in class. Observational data depict students as “interested and
curious, but still unsure” (Field Note 1). As the first class period came to a close I
was optimistic that the project would be successful. The students appeared to be
fascinated by the novel approach of the class and seemed open to collaborative
work, although they were hesitant about speaking in front of the entire class
(Anecdotal Record 1). In her notes, Heidi made a similar assessment and added an
88

interesting aside, “Some students seem interested and curious while others seem
not to care (as with any class)” (Field Note 1).
Day 2 – Thursday, January 9
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Students started their first inquiry cycle by exploring the broad topic of
“People.” Whole-class activities in this phase included a presentation by the
instructor about possible inquiry options, review of a number of sample websites,
and pair discussions. Later in the class period students had time to explore
Internet sites on their own, which was followed by another pair activity.
Critical Moments in Implementation
The class met for the first time today in the computer lab and for the first
time there were technical difficulties that resulted in lost instructional time. With
only a short amount of time allotted for the introductory cycle, the delay was
costly, resulting in the elimination of a number of activities and the modification
of others. A portion of class was devoted to reviewing the phases of the inquiry
cycle. After having a student read each phase in Spanish critical concepts were
elaborated upon and examples were supplied in English. My concern was not
whether students understood vocabulary items, but whether they understood the
abstractness of inquiry-based learning in a practical and manageable way. In a
normal intermediate-level Spanish class I would not explain nearly as much in
English. For this class I changed, not to abandon Spanish but to strategically use
English.
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The class next shifted from the software program to a grammar
presentation by the teacher-researcher. While the class did emphasize the
meaningful use of language through cooperative learning, inquiry-projects, and
pair interactions, there was still a focus on form component (Ellis, Basturkmen, &
Loewen, 2002) nearly every day. Studies have shown that communicative
classrooms benefit from these types of targeted lessons that raise awareness and
focus on form (Lightbown & Spada, 1999). Following the form lesson students
were directed back to the Internet where they located websites with recognizable
people. The teacher-researcher modeled the activity and then instructed students
to work with a partner, applying the grammar principles by describing the
individuals on the websites.
Many of the exercises in the inquiry-based class involved the use of the
computer and the Internet both for project development and access to authentic
materials. Research on the use of technology in FLE has shown that there is a
general consensus among researchers and practitioners that computer-assisted
language learning can be an effective instructional tool (Liu et al., 2002). Dunkel
(1990) lists four ways that technology can benefit the field of FLE, which are: (a)
increasing students’ self-esteem, (b) preparing students for vocations, (c)
improving language learners’ proficiency, and (d) enhancing general academic
skills.
Technology also plays a vital role in constructivist learning environments
such as the inquiry cycle. Willis et al. (1996) assert that computer-based
technology supports learning by enabling learners to access and process
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information in a number of ways, to interact with audio and visual media, to
display and showcase student work, and to communicate. Goldman et al. (2002)
maintain that technology can make it easier to create rich, inquiry-based projects
where learning with understanding is fostered. In essence, technology projects
enable learners to actively construct knowledge through experiences of sustained
inquiry and reflection.
Day 3 – Tuesday, January 14
Inquiry Cycle Phases and Activities
During free time today students were instructed to explore the broad topic
of “People,” brainstorm ideas for possible questions, and then compose a few
tentative inquiry questions. These activities correspond to the first two phases of
the Inquiry Cycle. Near the middle of the class I showed students some sample
inquiry projects that were created the previous semester. While students browsed
the web they also completed a worksheet designed to help them narrow their
topics. Students composed 1 to 3 possible inquiry questions and then shared and
compared with a partner.
Critical Moments in Implementation
One of the issues that arose today was the lack of participation during
certain segments of class. Although the students were attentive there was little
voluntary involvement at the class level. In response to questions a few students
mumbled answers while others looked down at their computers. Since a purpose
of inquiry-based learning is to foster a student-centered, collaborative setting
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participation and interaction need to be increased. I decided that students should
have more input regarding the form lessons as well as the inquiry projects.
With three in-class days left for students to finish their first inquiry cycle
projects it was necessary to provide them with concrete examples of what their
projects could look like at the end of the cycle. Their understanding of the process
was developing and they were collecting and analyzing information, but there was
uncertainty about what the final project should look like. Through a course
management system, students examined a variety of inquiry cycle projects
completed by other fourth-semester Spanish students in a pilot study. They then
had approximately 20 minutes of free time to explore the Internet and search for a
specific topic. Every day during the semester, excluding exam days and
presentation days, students were given a block of free time that varied from 20 to
40 minutes. The time was “free” in the sense that I was not directing the class or
telling the students what to do. It was left to the discretion of each student to
locate materials and participate in activities that would either enhance their
proficiency with the language or aid in project development. As long as students
were actively engaged with Spanish or their projects I was hands-off.
While the students explored the Internet I moved around the room to
monitor progress and to answer any questions they had. This type of open-ended
learning environment often requires the instructor to assume different roles and
responsibilities and to be in constant contact with the students (Krajcik et al.,
1998; Polman, 2000). Numerous students commented in their course evaluations
that one of the strengths of the class was that the teacher was accessible and
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always willing to help. Heather’s comment in her second interview is typical and
illustrative of this point.
I think it’s good to be able to work on the project while you’re there and
[the research assistant] is there. That way if you need help right away, you
can get it, as opposed to having to wait until you get home and then
working on it there and being stuck or things like that. So, I really do
enjoy it. I think it’s really beneficial (p. 3).
As I walked around the room and spoke with various students I noted that
approximately half of them were using websites in Spanish and the other half
English. There are a number of plausible explanations for the use of English
websites: (a) students were simply overwhelmed by the Spanish websites and felt
that they could not effectively sift through the information, (b) students required
specific and detailed instruction and modeling regarding how to effectively search
the Internet in Spanish and use Spanish search engines (this might also entail
strategy training (Oxford, 1990) in skimming for main ideas, using cognates, and
accessing their existing visual literacy skills), and (c) students needed additional
scaffolds such as dictionaries and translators to help them feel more comfortable
with the Spanish websites.
I encouraged the students reading English websites to explore additional
sites in Spanish, but I did not prohibit them from looking at the English ones. This
was a conscientious decision on my part to allow students to access materials that
they felt comfortable with at the moment. I hoped that as the course progressed
they would choose to work more with Spanish materials and decrease their
reliance on English. The rationale behind the decision was two-fold. First, it
should be noted that the students looking at English sites were still taking notes in
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Spanish, so there was a measure of engagement with the language. Furthermore,
if they had been forced to use only Spanish websites they might have become
frustrated and discouraged about their abilities to understand the complex online
materials that were substantially above their proficiency level and completely
disengaged from learning. In her first interview, Jennifer expressed her reactions
to a previous intermediate class that had been conducted entirely in Spanish.
Loathing. You’d come to class very scared first…the majority of the class
period he would lecture, but it was all in Spanish…. It just bugged me that
he would speak the whole hour and fifteen minutes and lecture in Spanish
and we would catch parts of it. But we weren’t learning what we needed to
be learning…. And we were like ‘Ok, we need to know how to do this
right.’ But it was never explained to us in English so we could then
understand in Spanish (p. 3).
In the inquiry-based class students were supported in their current efforts to learn
about the language and culture and challenged to progress further.
Second, my objectives for the course went beyond just learning about the
Spanish language and culture. I was concerned about helping the students to
develop in three main areas: (a) critical thinking skills and social interaction, (b)
other abilities and knowledge that would be transferable outside the Spanish
classroom, and (c) self-regulation for life-long learning (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986).
Day 4 – Thursday, January 16
Inquiry Cycle Activities
With only a few class days dedicated to the first, introductory inquiry
cycle students had to work on three phases today. First, students checked with the
teacher about their topics and turned in their inquiry questions. Then, students
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worked on gaining multiple perspectives while researching and revising their
work. To track their progress and organize their work, students were given
worksheets for both the “Multiple Perspectives” and “Research and Revise”
phases. Additionally, a number of students started to create their presentations in
PowerPoint and Word.
Critical Moments in Implementation
The form lessons and accompanying grammar exercises for today’s class
required more time than usual. In reviewing some of the students’ work and from
responses given in class it was evident that supplemental practice was necessary
to clarify and improve in certain areas. Accordingly, I cut into the free time for
the instructional time I felt was needed. After reviewing the grammatical concepts
and introducing new materials there were less than twenty minutes for students to
work on their inquiry projects.
I moved around the room to check with students individually regarding
topics and concrete inquiry questions. The creation of appropriate research
questions is a vital part of project-based learning environments since the questions
direct much of the subsequent research, sustain learners’ interest, and affect how
the information is presented to the audience (Krajcik et al., 1998; Polman, 2000;
Torp & Sage, 1998). All of the students had decided upon a specific topic, but few
had come up with quality questions. For the purposes of the class a quality (or
appropriate) question met the following criteria: (a) the question was non-trivial
(a trivial question like ‘When was Shakira born?’ could be answered almost
instantaneously online), (b) there were adequate online and offline resources for
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the student to investigate, (c) the question would lead the learner beyond basic
facts and information and result in more than a “book report,” and (d) the question
could sustain prolonged inquiry of 3-6 weeks.
I was faced with a dilemma: should I press the students for better, more
appropriate questions, or should I allow them to simply use any question that they
had for the sake of staying on schedule? In order to provide a positive first
experience with inquiry cycles and yet not deviate too far from the course
schedule I decided to let the students use their current questions. However,
additional modeling and practice with question formation were scheduled for the
second inquiry cycle. The result on presentation day was a mixture of quality
projects and undesirable book reports.
Day 5 – Tuesday, January 21
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Students continued to gather multiple perspectives and do the necessary
research for their projects. The scoring rubric for the first inquiry cycle was
discussed near the end of class. I had intended to have students perform peerassessments (the fifth phase of the cycle), but most of the students did not have
enough concrete work to merit review. I did, however, distribute and explain the
self-evaluation form that students needed to turn in with their projects.
Critical Moments in Implementation
Students had the first quiz of the semester. Even though the majority of the
grade for the class was based on the inquiry cycles and participation, there were
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still a number of quizzes and exams that tested vocabulary and grammar. Students
were supposed to participate in a peer review session today as part of their final
preparation for presentations on Thursday. Since only a few students had
adequately prepared the review session was cancelled.
Day 6 – Thursday, January 23
Inquiry Cycle Activities
The first inquiry cycle ended today with students making their learning
public and engaging in the process of self-reflection. Students presented one at a
time and peers were required to write brief summaries of the presentations. There
was also time allotted for students to complete the first portion of a selfevaluation form.
Critical Moments in Implementation
Today the class convened in a regular room equipped with a computer and
a LCD projector. Before the start of the semester both a computer lab and a
regular classroom were reserved for the course. This was done in anticipation of
the computers causing distractions on exam and presentation days. The variety in
the projects reflected the individual interests of the students. Also evident were
the varied abilities and proficiencies of the students, with some students reading
directly from notes and others speaking with scripts.
Reflections and Lessons from the First Inquiry Cycle
When initially designing the course intervention it was assumed that
many, if not all of the students, would be unfamiliar with inquiry-based learning
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approaches (Schwarzer & Luke, 2001). To alleviate student concerns, provide
modeling and scaffolding, and construct a common foundation and understanding,
the first inquiry cycle was formulated as a teacher-directed cycle. The fact that the
cycle was more teacher-directed decreased the input from the students and
curtailed negotiation of the curriculum.
A critical component of the first cycle was modeling and scaffolding. The
importance of modeling and scaffolding in project-based environments is well
documented (Krajcik et al., 1998; Polman, 2000; Torp & Sage, 1998). Earlier
work by Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976) outlined six primary functions of
scaffolding: (a) to create interest in the learning task, (b) to simplify the task, (c)
to help learners focus on the summative objective, (d) to mark similarities and
differences between learners’ solutions and ideal solutions, (e) to temper learners’
frustration, and (f) to showcase an idealized product or solution. Evident in the
first cycle were instances of generating interest (by allowing students to selfselect topics), task simplification (by permitting them to use all of their linguistic
resources, not just Spanish), and frustration management (by providing constant
support). As a result of the close interaction and scaffolding, at the conclusion of
the cycle students better understood the inquiry cycle process and they were
prepared to work independently on successive cycles (see Vygotsky, 1978, for a
discussion on self-regulation). Heather commented, “The first [cycle] you
definitely guided us more because it was our first one and nobody knew what was
expected out of it…[it] was a little bit more intimidating because we hadn’t done
it before” (Second Interview, p. 5). Layla expressed a similar idea.
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I think the first one was kind of to get us familiar with how the rest of the
class was going to work…. If you didn’t get it right away, it was ok
because you were still learning how to do the cycle. And then the second
one was more precise and demanded a little bit more (Second Interview, p.
4).
The additional guidance of the first cycle helped the majority of the
students to feel confident and prepared to work through the inquiry cycle process
on the second and third cycles. In that sense the modeling was successful.
Important activities of the first cycle that were not modeled adequately, though,
were question formation, Internet searches, self-evaluation, and peer review.
Many problem- and project-based learning environments incorporate
software applications to generate interest in the project, direct and scaffold student
learning, and engage learners for extended amounts of time (see for example
STAR LEGACY, Schwartz et al., 1999). As the first inquiry cycle came to a
close, it became apparent that students would not need to rely on the “E l
Investigador en Español” as much as previously anticipated. Originally, the
software was to play an integral role throughout the entire course, but after
working with the program during the first cycle the students understood the basic
underlying principles of the inquiry cycle. Alexis highlighted the shift in her
second interview.
I used the computer software more in the first inquiry cycle because I
didn’t know what websites I should be looking on. Once I got through the
first one and knew what sort of things I would be looking for and where I
should go and what search engine worked best for me personally, I didn’t
use the software as much for the second one. I just went straight to those
things that I found successful for the first inquiry cycle. It was very good
to get me started at the beginning of the semester and I even used it some
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starting out the second inquiry cycle but once I got into it, I sort of took
off on my own (p. 5).
From that point onward many students used the software sparingly as either a
starting point to access additional websites or for assistance with vocabulary and
grammar, but it did not direct or guide student learning in other significant ways.
Perhaps the greatest concern at the end of the first three weeks of class
was the over-reliance or preference of several students to use English rather than
Spanish to communicate in class. Initially, I wondered if I was setting a
problematic precedent and example by explaining the inquiry cycles and other
class procedures in English. It was often difficult to find the right balance between
English and Spanish. If only Spanish were spoken there was the risk of having the
students not understand how to use the inquiry cycle for learning or know what
they were actually supposed to do in this unusual learning environment.
Conversely, if English were over-utilized then students would be deprived of
valuable comprehensible and modified input (Krashen, 1982; Long, 1983; Pica,
Holliday, Lewis, & Morgenthaler, 1989). The result was the strategic use of
English for discussing the concepts of the inquiry cycle and directing student
activities and Spanish when working one on one with students. Observational data
kept by the research assistant demonstrate the division, “The instructor walks
around the room…when students are using English the instructor talks to them in
Spanish” (Field Note 2). When addressed in Spanish most students responded in
Spanish but a few would reply in English. This tension between using Spanish or
English appeared early in the study, mentioned in the teacher-researcher
reflections on the second day of class.
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The class was about 50/50 English/Spanish, but I probably should have
used more Spanish. I think that I should increase my usage of Spanish, but
due to the newness of the approach and the materials I often feel that the
students will become completely lost and frustrated if I only use Spanish
(Anecdotal Record 2).
Subsequent entries continue to document my concern about the relative
use of Spanish and English in the class. How to support students in their efforts to
use Spanish more frequently in the class was a topic of frequent discussion
between the teacher-researcher and the research assistant. One course
modification was the creation and distribution of a scaffolding “help” sheet that
contained high frequency and high utility phrases for constructing questions,
responding in meaningful ways, and fostering one-on-one conversation (see
Appendix H).
A final frustration from the first round of presentations was the lack of
feedback and discussion from the participants in the audience. Rarely did students
ask follow-up questions or discuss interesting or important points from the
presentations. If there was additional dialogue the teacher-researcher was the
instigator of the exchanges, not the other students. Even though the class was a
student-centered learning environment the instructor had to take control again and
direct learning with specific activities. For future cycles an option I considered
was grouping students following each presentation to have them discuss it
together.
THE SECOND INQUIRY CYCLE
The actual demarcation of the end of the first inquiry cycle and the
beginning of the second was not as clear in class as it is on paper. The syllabus
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designated one day for the presentations of the first inquiry cycle, but technical
difficulties and other logistical problems necessitated overlapping a number of
presentations with the beginning of the second inquiry cycle. The overlap of the
presentations did not significantly detract from the information being presented as
part of the second inquiry cycle. However, the students did not pay as much
attention to the presentations as they had in the regular room devoid of computers.
The second inquiry cycle differed from the introductory cycle in
significant ways. First, the second cycle was almost twice as long as the initial
introductory cycle (11 in-class days versus 6 days). Second, the possibilities for
topics in second inquiry cycle were more open. Owing that the software
application “El Investigador en Español” contained an elaborated section on
“Places” students were invited to explore a related topic. Several accepted the
suggestion, accessing the software as a starting point for relevant information and
resources. Other students, though, elected to investigate topics unassociated with
“Places.” If the students demonstrated that there was a clear connection between
their self-selected topics and the Spanish language and culture then the topics
were approved. Third, in the second cycle there was a fundamental shift in the
learning environment from teacher-centered to student-centered. The first cycle
was quite structured and teacher-directed due to the uniqueness of the approach.
Starting with the second cycle students had more free time and more input into the
course. Students assumed increased responsibility for managing their in-class
time, accessing and incorporating various resources, developing their inquiry
projects, and monitoring their language learning.
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Day 7 – Tuesday, January 28
Inquiry Cycle Activities
A few remaining students made their presentations from the first inquiry
cycle and then the class discussed possible topics for the second cycle. The free
time was dedicated to the first phase of the cycle, “Exploring the Topic.” The
majority of students elected to work individually online.
Critical Moments in Implementation
The class returned to the computer lab today for the beginning of the
second inquiry cycle. Following a grammar lesson I discussed with the students
what I felt were the two overarching objectives of the course. The first was to
facilitate and motivate learning by allowing students to self-select and then
research topics and materials that were of personal interest to them. The
uniqueness of such a course that enabled students to choose what they wanted to
study was emphasized. I reiterated that there were multiple activities and
additional learning materials available during the free time portion of each class
for students who were seeking additional practice or who wanted to master the
grammar concepts we were studying. Accessing and using the additional
exercises and materials was an individual choice. Also reiterated was the
increased responsibility on the students to evaluate and sustain their own learning
through personal goals.
The second objective of the course was to provide individualized
instruction through various learning activities and options available during the
free time of the class. The discussion was intended to clarify roles,
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responsibilities, and expectations inherent in the student-centered environment.
The construction of the class with its constituent community of learners required
constant interaction with the learners. The development of the approach and the
class were ongoing, iterative processes new to the students and the teacherresearcher (Torp & Sage, 1998).
Day 8 – Thursday, January 30
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Students continued to “Explore the Topic” and also began work on
“Brainstorming and Forming the Inquiry Question.” I distributed two worksheets,
one for brainstorming and narrowing possibilities and another for writing
preliminary inquiry questions. During free time the students worked on a variety
of topics and activities.
Critical Moments in Implementation
There were a number of critical moments in the implementation of the
course today. On average there were three or four students absent each day. The
absences and tardiness of the students made it difficult to present new materials
and ensure that students were where they needed to be with their projects.
Students not in attendance fell behind quickly, both with regards to grammar and
vocabulary and also on their projects. It was time consuming and frustrating to
have to make adaptations and concessions for the students who were missing class
on a regular basis. The causes of the absences varied, but Stephanie made an
interesting comment that might have had something to do with students missing
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class. In her first course evaluation she wrote, “I feel like this is a correspondence
course or something I could do on my own, and not have to pay so much money
to go here to just teach myself” (Course Review 1). Perhaps some students felt
that it was unnecessary to come to class; that they could learn just as well on their
own.
Students completed a data sheet today that contained information about
their language learning experiences, their goals for the course, and their
confidences with language skills. The sheet was distributed so that I could get a
sense of where students were coming from and where they wanted to go in terms
of learning Spanish. The information was used to tailor the activities and lessons
of the course to students’ needs and personal preferences. The data sheets also
allowed me to interact with students on a more personal basis thus strengthening
the community of learners. As they finished filling out the data sheet students
began working on their inquiry projects.
As I moved around the room to help individual students I paused to talk
with Alexis. After clarifying a particular grammar structure Alexis informed me
that she was searching on the Internet for a cathedral in Spain that she had once
visited. She wanted to know if I could assist her in locating it. Not knowing the
answer to her question I promised that I would follow-up with other professors
and respond to the query by the next class period. After class I consulted two of
my colleagues, confirmed the name and location of the cathedral in Spain, and
then emailed the information to Alexis. This brief interchange demonstrates some
of the possible teacher roles associated with inquiry-based learning. By providing
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grammar assistance I was acting as a “traditional” teacher, capable of providing
linguistic information. However, I also showed sincere interest in Alexis’ project
and became a participant in the research process. In this sense I functioned as a
co-investigator with Alexis.
Day 9 – Tuesday, February 4
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Again, the class primarily worked on the first two phases of the Inquiry
Cycle today. There were a number of students who were still exploring broad
topics in an attempt to locate a topic or issue that was interesting to them.
Students worked in small groups to brainstorm ideas and get feedback on the
inquiry questions they were developing. They were required to submit 1 to 3
possible inquiry questions by the end of class. In an effort to stimulate meaningful
interaction among students I distributed a sheet that contained useful phrases and
vocabulary. I hoped that students would use the sheet to scaffold their
communications with each other.
Critical Moments in Implementation
As a way to foster the negotiation of the curriculum (Schwarzer, 2003;
Whitmore & Crowell, 1994) and gain students’ input in a non-threatening way I
distributed an anonymous course review form at the end of class. The form had
three simple questions regarding the first inquiry cycle and the general format of
the class. The questions asked the students to list three things they liked most
about the class, three things that they disliked, and if they had any suggestions or
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changes. At the conclusion of class the research assistant invited students to
participate in the interview portion of the research project. There were four
students who volunteered to be interviewed.
Day 10 – Thursday, February 6
Inquiry Cycle Activities
The emphasis of today’s class was the development of appropriate
questions. After reviewing a number of grammar exercises I led a discussion and
demonstration on forming quality inquiry questions. Students were informed that
their final question was due at the beginning of our next class. There was also
time in class to begin to search for “Multiple Perspectives.” As an assignment
(and a milestone checkpoint) students were to locate 3 distinct perspectives for
their project to be discussed with peers in the next class.
Critical Moments in Implementation
While working on grammar exercises at the beginning of class there was a
telling incident regarding the community of learners and the negotiation of the
curriculum. I was reviewing materials that the students already should have
known from their previous Spanish classes. Essentially the review was to refresh
the concepts and serve as a foundation for subsequent work in upcoming days.
Part way through the presentation Megan raised her hand and indicated that she
was confused with the basics of the exercise. She suggested that the entire class
thoroughly review the grammar structures in question. The remainder of the class
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concurred with the suggestion and the discussion shifted to an explanation of the
basic concepts.
For me, this succinct exchange seemed to imply three things. First,
students were starting to feel comfortable enough in the class to tell me when they
did not understand the materials. Second, Megan’s statement about being
confused was followed by a suggestion for action, perhaps with an understanding
that the activities and the curriculum were negotiable. Third, Megan called upon
the remainder of the class (her community of learners) to validate what she was
experiencing and sustain her suggestion.
With the grammar lesson concluded the class transitioned into free time
and project development. The sample inquiry questions the students had
submitted were returned to them and a deadline for submission of the final
version of the questions was set for the next Tuesday. During the first inquiry
cycle the students did not have a deadline for submitting their inquiry questions.
The result was a number of ineffective questions. As a modification in the second
cycle more milestones (Polman, 2000) were established to alleviate the problem.
Day 11 – Tuesday, February 11
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Students worked on a variety of activities and learning tasks during their
free time as the class transitioned into the “Research and Revise” phase. In
addition to gathering research students were instructed to compose an introduction
for their project that would be peer-reviewed in class. Students’ final inquiry
questions were approved by the instructor. Additionally, students were
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encouraged to start organizing their materials in a coherent manner and think
about presentation formats.
Critical Moments in Implementation
There was a salient example of the negotiation of the curriculum today. In
the course reviews under the section of suggestions and changes, one student
proposed a change in the distribution of the points in the class. The student
suggested shifting points from a future portfolio assignment to the homework
section since the homework was rather extensive. Upon reviewing the syllabus
and schedule I determined that it would be possible to make the change and to
capture the portfolio information in the assignments the class was already
working on. I decided that I would ask the students what they wanted to do. The
alteration was discussed and the students voted unanimously to make the
modification (see Schwarzer, 2003 for a discussion on tensions with curriculum
negotiation). The syllabus, which is often considered to be a tacit and binding
agreement between the professor and the students, was significantly changed.
Besides the negotiation of the curriculum another critical moment in
implementation occurred today. Normally during free time students were
encouraged to work on the activities and materials that would further their own
learning and development. Most students elected to use the time to work on their
projects. Jennifer, one of the exceptions, frequently focused on grammar exercises
either online or from the textbook. I had wondered why more students did not
take advantage of the time to strengthen vocabulary and grammar concepts.
Rather than putting the responsibility solely on the students I decided to create
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supplementary exercises and materials to be used during free time. Students were
informed that there were a number of alternative assignments prepared for those
who were interested in additional practice. Many students chose to work on their
projects, but there were four students (Layla, Dan, Adam, and Mark) who moved
to the front of the class for additional assistance.
While I taught the small group the other students in the class were largely
unsupervised. Heidi commented in her observation notes that even as I was
occupied at the front of the room the other students were, “Creating PowerPoint
slides for presentations, gathering information for projects using the Web, and
filling out homework papers” (Field Note 11). As to whether the students were on
task Heidi wrote, “Students seem engaged in the work; they are actively searching
from one site to another without much down time. On task for whole class on
various activities” (Field Note 11). The small group worked through sample
problems in the book, discussed some irregular verbs, and reviewed how to
identify verbs that require the subjunctive. Ten to fifteen minutes passed and I
momentarily left my group to check on the other students in the class. After
surveying the progress of the students I returned to the small group and completed
the review. I really felt that today’s class was successful in terms of
individualizing instruction. Students were able to work on concrete activities of
personal importance.
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Day 12 – Thursday, February 13
Inquiry Cycle Activities
According to my lesson plan, class time focused on the “Research and
Revise” phase of the cycle. Students worked briefly in small groups to review one
another’s work and offer suggestions for improvements.
Critical Moments in Implementation
I either forgot to make anecdotal records or did not have ample time to do
so. Whatever the cause, there is no anecdotal data available for this day. I have
included this declaration of omission in order to increase the reliability of the
project by showing that information was not held back or conveniently invented.
Day 13 – Tuesday, February 18
Inquiry Cycle Activities
The class continued to work on the “Research and Revise” component of
their inquiry cycles. Students worked individually for approximately 20 minutes
and then worked in small groups to review projects. Guidelines and handouts
were provided to facilitate the review. After the review students again had time to
work individually. Some students worked on creating their presentations by
inserting materials into PowerPoint and Word documents. I established another
checkpoint for the students by mandating that their projects be 75 percent
complete by Thursday.
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Critical Moments in Implementation
There were no critical moments today regarding the implementation of the
inquiry-based learning approach on which to report.
Day 14 – Thursday, February 20
Inquiry Cycle Activities
I do not have a lesson plan that outlines the particular inquiry cycle
activities completed this day. My assumption, based on the anecdotal records
below, is that the class began the self- and peer-assessment phase of the project.
Critical Moments in Implementation
The final 35 minutes of class were devoted to peer review. Students
worked in pairs or small groups to review projects and provide feedback. In
various research projects, peer review has proven to be beneficial to students as
they develop their writing skills (De Guerrero & Villamil, 2000; Villamil & De
Guerrero, 1996). To help focus the students and facilitate constructive criticism, I
provided a short assessment form for them to fill out. Students who finished the
peer review process quickly returned to their own projects to make necessary
changes and updates. I hoped that the peer reviews would increase the quality of
the projects as well as foster self-reflection.
As I wandered around the room to check on progress I got the impression
that many of the students were unfamiliar with or inexperienced at peer review.
Many seemed to give only a superficial pass over the project and finish with a
complimentary statement, “It looks good to me.” Although students were given an
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error guide, few referred to it. The peer activity, which I deemed largely
unsuccessful, did benefit a few students. Heidi’s observation notes, which focused
on Justin, Heather, Megan, and Natalie, indicate that all four were engaged in
appropriate peer review dialogues, with the ultimate evaluation, “Students were
very on task, getting a lot accomplished today. All students used many resources
to work on projects, the most that I’ve seen them use” (Field Note 14). For me,
the review session prompted a number of questions. Were students afraid or
unwilling to correct their peers? Were the students capable of recognizing
mistakes in their peer’s work? Would it have been better to review a project
together and then have them work with their partners? Did students understand
the importance of the process and pay attention to what they were doing? Was
peer review used to improve projects or was it simply another activity to check off
as completed? Was students’ knowledge inadequate to enable them to review
properly?
Day 15 – Tuesday, February 25
Inquiry Cycle Activities
The class was involved with the “Make Learning Public” phase of the
cycle. This occurred through the presentation of their inquiry findings. Students
presented their work one at a time to their peers, who took notes on and critiqued
the presentations.
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Critical Moments in Implementation
On the first day of presentations for the second inquiry cycle there were no
new critical moments in implementation. The class met in a regular room. As with
the first cycle, there was little substantive participation and feedback on the
projects.
Day 16 – Thursday, February 27
Inquiry Cycle Activities
As with the last day, today was dedicated to student presentations of their
inquiry cycles. There was also time for students to begin the self-evaluation form.
Critical Moments in Implementation
The second day of presentations and the students were still very hesitant to
provide feedback to the presenters. Heidi recorded in her observations that there
were “no comments made” (Field Note 16) by the students. According to Alexis,
one reason that students were not likely to provide feedback was that the
presentations were not interesting or they were somewhat incomprehensible. She
remarked, “it makes it difficult to sit there and actually try to learn something if
you have no idea what the person’s talking about” (Third Interview, p. 1). I am
considering making it a requirement to comment on the presentations and discuss
the topics after each one. I am also considering making the third inquiry cycle a
group project. Working with a group there will be common vocabulary, concepts,
and activities for students to work on. The group dynamic might also enable
students to bounce ideas off each other, discuss common issues, and provide rapid
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feedback. My concern, though, is how students will respond to the teacher
mandate to work in groups. Although the curriculum is highly student-centered
there are times when the instructor must step in and make changes. I believe this
is one of those times.
Day 17 – Tuesday, March 4
Inquiry Cycle Activities
The remaining students made their presentations and everyone worked on
the self-evaluation form.
Critical Moments in Implementation
An important development stemmed from Mark’s presentation on the
Dominican Republic. As part of the presentation, Mark decided to include a brief
video interview with his roommate, who happened to be a native Spanish-speaker
from the Dominican Republic. The students were highly attentive during the
interview and asked various questions at the conclusion of the presentation. The
inclusion of the video clip served as an example to other students about possible
resources for research and different formats for presentations that went beyond
PowerPoint and Word documents.
Day 18 – Thursday, March 6
Inquiry Cycle Activities
The class did not work on inquiry cycles today.
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Critical Moments in Implementation
The class convened in the regular classroom to take the first exam of the
semester. Although the focus of the class is on inquiry-based learning, a portion
of the grade is still dependent on formative and summative assessments. The
communicative activities of the class are balanced with focus on form activities
and both contribute to the overall assessment and grading scheme.
Reflections and Lessons from the Second Inquiry Cycle
As previously mentioned, one of the issues that arose early in the first
cycle was the appropriateness and adequacy of students’ inquiry questions. Being
pressed for time in the first cycle there were not ample opportunities to work with
students as they developed their questions and in many instances the questions
produced were overly superficial and trivial. In his work with high school
students, Polman (2000) documented how inappropriate questions often led to
incomplete or inadequate projects. Without a concrete and defining question to
guide their research and learning, students frequently wasted time, became
disinterested in their topic, or floundered in the immensity of information
available to them. During the first inquiry cycle I witnessed similar problems
from students who lacked proper questions. Since the second cycle was to be
longer than the first I wanted to make sure that students devised specific questions
that would sustain their interest and their research for the duration of the projects.
I decided to periodically check with each student to verify whether they
had come up with a suitable question or not. As I worked with various individuals
I found that many of the students had decided upon a general topic and initiated
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data collection before establishing and finalizing their inquiry questions. Instead
of allowing the question to drive the research and project development, students
were amassing copious amounts of disconnected information and then attempting
to retrofit the information to some ill-defined, nebulous question. Efforts to
encourage appropriate questions were moderately successful, but a few students
still settled on their basic questions. The relative intricacy and depth of the
research questions was later reflected in the presentations, with some projects
detailing facts and figures in a “show and tell” type presentation and others
delving into complex, multifaceted matters.
Another recurring issue involved the lack of participation and feedback
during the presentation phase of the inquiry cycle. In student interviews, the
deficiency was attributed to a variety of factors ranging from disinterest, to the
broadness of the topics, to incomprehensibility. Heather commented, “If you’re
not interested in [the topics] they’re not going to hold your attention as well”
(Third Interview, p. 5). For Alexis, the abuse of on-line translators and copy and
paste functions resulted in presentations that were unclear and difficult to follow.
I think a lot of times people get up there and they don’t even really know
what they’re talking about. They just use the translator to switch things
over from English to Spanish. Copy and paste straight off the Spanish
websites…. It makes it difficult to sit there and actually try to learn
something if you have no idea what the person’s talking about (Third
Interview, p. 1).
After two unsuccessful attempts of encouraging students to participate
more during class and particularly during presentations, I chose to modify the
third and final inquiry-cycle by adding a required group component. This was a
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conscientious and unilateral decision taken in order to provide students with
increased opportunities to negotiate meaning (Long, 1983; Pica et al., 1989), to
have access to comprehensible input (Long, 1983; Krashen, 1982), and to engage
in meaningful, social collaboration (Donato, 1994; Donato & McCormick, 1994;
Vygotsky, 1978). I spoke with students regarding the change and why I thought it
was necessary and asked them to support the decision, which they did.
The second inquiry cycle, much more than the first, lent itself to the
negotiation of the curriculum. Specific instances of when and how the curriculum
was negotiated were documented earlier. What is important to underscore here is
that not every aspect of the curriculum was negotiable. Furthermore, there were
occasions where the teacher-researcher made independent decisions regarding
assignments, class structure, and methods. When deemed necessary, the free time
was decreased in order to devote time to focus lessons, grammatical practice, or
oral exercises.
Perhaps the most striking and far-reaching transformation of the second
cycle was the development of a class within a class. From the inception of the
course I affirmed and reaffirmed to the students that they would have ample time
to self-select their own learning activities. These activities could either be related
to the inquiry projects in terms of research and development or to the
advancement of their Spanish proficiency. The format of the class included a
block of free time for students to engage in a variety of learning experiences, but
up to this point few students had chosen to work on activities other than the
inquiry projects. I began to wonder whether the invitation for additional practice
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went largely unheeded due to a lack of concrete materials and structured
activities.
To test my premise I started to organize and create supplemental materials
and activities dealing with the specific grammar structures that the class was
studying. Immediately there was an increase in the number of students seeking
assistance. The more prepared I was with supplemental learning activities the
more apt the students were to take advantage of them. I finally realized that
simply informing the students that they could work on their “weak” areas during
free time was not sufficient. While some might have know what those areas of
weakness were they did not know exactly how to go about remedying the
problems. I had to do my part and support the invitation with pertinent content,
materials, and activities. The class within a class was a way to individualize and
maximize the learning for more students simultaneously. Alexis made this point
in one of her interviews.
I think that it’s a great idea because it’s giving us a better chance for one
on one instruction and for peer help…. Plus, being able to do things like
that it isn’t taking the whole class’ time. If there are only three students
that don’t understand a concept, then they can get together and work on
that concept while everyone else gets time to work on their projects or the
homework, or whatever it is that they choose to work on (Second
Interview, p. 5).
The creation of a class within a class not only served the students who required
additional help, but it benefited the other students by enabling them to further
their own learning when they already understood the concepts being taught and
reviewed.
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THE THIRD INQUIRY CYCLE
As with the second inquiry cycle, in the third cycle students were allowed
to select any topic that related to the Spanish language and culture dealing with
“People,” “Places,” or “Culture.” In general, there was more diversity among the
topics and projects during the third cycle than the previous two cycles. One of the
major differences with the third cycle was the added requirement that students
work together in groups. Each student was responsible for an individual project
and also a contribution to a combined group project. Students self-selected their
groups, which resulted in seven groups comprised of two to three students.
The change from independent projects to group work was done in order to
foster interaction and communication in the class. In any language class it is
important for students to have as much comprehensible input as possible
(Krashen, 1982). Input can come from multiple sources such as the instructor, the
textbook, Internet materials, and other reading materials. An additional and
sometimes underused source of input and scaffolding help, though, is other
students in the class (Donato, 1994). In the inquiry-based class there had been
little substantive interaction in Spanish among the students due in large part to the
individual nature and uniqueness of the projects. Students often showed little
interest in other students’ topics or projects. Communication difficulties were
further exacerbated by the fact that the projects utilized vocabulary that was
highly specific to the selected topic. By shifting to group projects I hoped that the
students would share a common interest and vocabulary and that they would then
be able to interact more in Spanish when discussing and developing their work.
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Day 19 – Tuesday, March 18
Inquiry Cycle Activities
For the third inquiry cycle I added a group component. Students selected
their own partners and began to explore the possibilities for their projects by
filling out brainstorming worksheets.
Critical Moments in Implementation
I announced to the students that they would be working in small groups
rather than individually to complete the third inquiry cycle. I explained that the
shift from individual work to group work was primarily an attempt to increase the
participation and interaction in the class. With the students working together on a
mutual theme and project there would be more in common for them to discuss.
Students were invited to self-select their own groups which they quickly did. The
conversion to group projects resulted in substantially more interaction today. I
informed the students that I would be out of town on Thursday and that Heidi
would be teaching the class.
Day 20 – Thursday, March 20
Inquiry Cycle Activities
I was out of town, but Heidi reported that students continued to work on
“Exploring the Topic” and also began the development of concrete questions. The
students who were not in attendance on Tuesday were allowed to select a group to
work with.
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Critical Moments in Implementation
Since I was out of town, Heidi substituted as the teacher of the class. In a
way, my absence was significant because it demonstrated that the students were
more self-regulating (Vygotsky, 1978) and that they could and would work
competently and independently without me directing everything in the class. The
following excerpts come from the notes that Heidi made of the day’s activities
(Field Note 20).
The first portion of the class was a focus lesson that used the children’s
story, “La Verdadera Historia de Los Tres Cerditos,” Scieszka (1991) to
contextualize the activities and grammar forms. Heidi used the overhead projector
to present various sections of the text to the students. After completing two
overheads Heidi stopped and asked the students if the activity was useful and if
they wanted to continue with additional overheads or transition to something else.
The class insisted on completing the overheads. A little while later the students
indicated that they understood the concepts and that they were ready to move on
to other materials and activities. This brief encounter demonstrates how Heidi and
the students were engaged in the negotiation of the curriculum. In the absence of
the regular instructor, both the students and the research assistant continued as
normal, even to the extent of negotiating the class.
Day 21 – Tuesday, March 25
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Although some of the groups had preliminary topics and questions, most
were still struggling to find a topic everyone agreed on and then to devise an
122

appropriate question. I instructed the students to move away from the computers
to an adjoined, empty classroom where they were to focus their efforts on
narrowing their topics and coming up with researchable questions. From this point
onward in the research I made more detailed annotations of what each group of
students was doing.
Group Work
Heather, Justin, and Kristina chose to investigate the influences of
Flamenco dancing. However, they had not decided upon a viable question. They
were encouraged to brainstorm additional questions and when I visited their group
a second time they had improved questions from which to choose. Mark, Adam,
and Erica initially decided to research the historical and cultural importance of
various Mexican foods, but they did not have a concrete question to investigate.
They were instructed to generate a list of possible questions that would capture
exactly what they wanted to research. When I later returned to this group they had
modified their first attempt to include the popularity of various Mexican foods
and their importance in the United States. I joked with the group that they should
devise a map detailing the journey of the taco or pose and answer the crucial
question “Why do tacos exist?”
While other groups had similarly decided on topics they had not solidified
their research questions. Sample questions were discussed and students were
encouraged to continue the process. I was able to visit with all of the groups
except Jennifer and Doug.
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Critical Moments in Implementation
Up until now, most of the students in the class had little interaction with
Heidi. Though they knew she was involved in the research project they rarely
spoke with her. Today, though, there was a perceptible change in the students’
interactions with her. As I moved around the room to check progress and monitor
activity I noticed that many of the students were asking Heidi to look at their
work. The experience of substituting for the class had enabled Heidi to become
increasingly involved in the community of learners. She was perceived differently
by the students; formerly just the research assistant, but now an approachable
person involved with the teaching and learning of the class.
The other critical moment today came when the class abandoned the
computers and moved to the adjoined classroom space to work. All of the
distractions of the computers were eliminated as students worked in their groups
to generate appropriate research questions. Distancing the students from the
computers was done to increase interaction and focus on forming strong
questions. Students were informed that they would not be able to advance to the
research phase until their questions had been approved (see Polman, 2000 for a
discussion on milestones).
Day 22 – Thursday, March 27
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Students worked on various stages of their projects ranging from inquiry
question development to gaining multiple perspectives to research. As a class we
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discussed the types of activities that the groups needed to do in order to maximize
their in-class and out-of-class time.
Group Work
Students were very active and concerned about locating multiple, credible
resources and enhancing their projects. Jennifer’s group investigated
organizations that protest the Running of the Bulls by searching online
newspapers in Spain. Natalie and Megan spoke to me about the feasibility and
acceptability of incorporating a virtual tour into their presentation. Their
proposition was encouraging since it went beyond the typical PowerPoint
presentations the class was accustomed to seeing. Finally, at the end of class,
Samantha asked me how much it would cost to make a phone call to Spain. With
limited success she had attempted to research the economic aspects of a Spanish
festival. She had, however, located a number in Spain and wanted to call for
additional information.
Critical Moments in Implementation
The class decided to eliminate some of the homework, doing away with
the remaining web sheets. No other critical implementation moments occurred,
but there were some interesting developments with the groups.
Day 23 – Tuesday, April 1
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Again, the groups were at very different stages in their projects. However,
everyone was required to submit a list of resources (other than the Internet) that
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would inform their research and be incorporated into the final projects. The
students who had not verified their questions with the instructor did so. Most of
the day was spent “Researching and Revising,” although some groups also
worked on adding content to their projects.
Critical Moments in Implementation
There were no critical moments regarding the implementation of the
inquiry-based curriculum. During the free time today Dan and Layla both chose to
prepare for the upcoming quiz by working online with pertinent grammatical
concepts. As they completed each section I reviewed their responses for accuracy
and answered questions they had. Though not working on their projects, Dan and
Layla were involved with improving their Spanish, a decision that I supported.
Acting as a linguistic and grammatical resource is one of the many roles that I
played in the inquiry-based class.
Day 24 – Thursday, April 3
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Students focused primarily on research and revision. While most of the
groups continued to work as a team, some divided the project tasks and then
worked individually to complete their respective parts.
Group Work
There continued to be significant developments within the groups.
Heather, Justin, and Kristina were on track and working well. Mark and Adam
were struggling with their topic and the fact that Erica was absent nearly every
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day. With only four days of in-class work left Alexis, Stephanie, and Samantha
unexpectedly changed their topic and inquiry question. They did, however, work
hard to make up the lost time. Tanya, Layla, and Dan divided and separated the
workload to the point that they do not interact much any more. Jennifer and Doug
had still not finalized their inquiry question. After discussing various possibilities
together, an appropriate question was decided upon.
Critical Moments in Implementation
As noted in prior entries, the class often did not proactively engage in
speaking activities. As a teacher intervention I designed a number of required oral
and written exercises for the students to complete. Maneuvering around the room
during the third exercise I was suddenly stopped by Alexis and Stephanie who
whispered to me, “Somos buenas estudiantes” (we are good students). They then
proceeded to inform me that the task was mundane, overly lengthy, and basically
“busy work.” Accepting their advice, the remainder of the task was shortened.
The exchange was another instance when students felt their opinions mattered.
They were not afraid to voice their concerns and request a change.
Day 25 – Tuesday, April 8
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Today students continued to gather research for the projects and make
necessary revisions. By this stage in the semester and the cycle the students were
very familiar with the format of class and needed little guidance to stay on-task.
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Critical Moments in Implementation
As with previous classes I had planned supplemental activities for the
students who wanted additional practice during free time. Today nobody
volunteered for the extra assistance. Most were involved with developing their
projects. Many of the students are going beyond PowerPoint and Word and
creating innovative presentations. Two groups mentioned including video footage
and another group decided to not use any technology at all for their presentation.
Students have come to the realization that their projects can take on many varied
forms, a forte of inquiry-based learning approaches. There are multiple ways of
answering questions and multiple ways of presenting findings (Polman, 2000;
Torp & Sage, 1998).
Day 26 – Thursday, April 10
Inquiry Cycle Activities
Similar to Tuesday, students focused on research and revision.
Furthermore, there was a fair amount of time spent on project development (e.g.
adding graphics and text to PowerPoint presentations).
Critical Moments in Implementation
I decided today, much too late, that more milestones and checkpoints for
the students would have facilitated the entire inquiry process. Other research has
shown that milestones are frequently necessary in these types of learning
environments (Polman, 2000), but I thought that more cognitively advanced and
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mature college learners would be able to stay focused and on schedule with fewer
overt deadlines.
Most of my time today was spent with individual students. Some of the
conversations revolved around the projects while others focused on grammar
points. Since I was speaking with students one-on-one the rest of the class was
left on their own. At the conclusion of the session Heidi informed me that all of
the other students had been on task (Field Note 26). Similar to when I was absent
the students demonstrated their understanding of the procedures and expectations
by working unguided.
Day 27 – Tuesday, April 15
Inquiry Cycle Activities
In the first two inquiry projects students had the opportunity to make selfassessments and peer-assessments at a certain point in the cycle. During the third
cycle the processes of self- and peer-assessment were embedded throughout the
final weeks of the semester. On a daily basis students worked together, assessing
one another’s work and making modifications to their individual and collective
presentations.
Critical Moments in Implementation
Today was the second to last in-class day to prepare for the presentations
of the third inquiry cycle. Students worked on preparing their projects and also
reviewed for the final quiz of the course.
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Day 28 – Thursday, April 17
Critical Moments in Implementation
Students took the last quiz of the semester and finalized preparations for
their presentations. This was the last day the class met in the computer lab. There
were no critical moments regarding the implementation of the inquiry-based
learning approach.
Day 29 – Tuesday, April 22
Inquiry Cycle Activities
The only activity associated with the Inquiry Cycle was group
presentations.
Critical Moments in Implementation
The class met in a regular room today for final presentations. Heather,
Justin, and Kristina were the first group to present. The presentation consisted of a
PowerPoint production, two brief video clips on Flamenco dancing, and display
of specially designed T-Shirts. Heidi’s assessment of the first group was,
“Presenters were well-prepared and enthusiastic about their topic and how they
were presenting the information” (Field Note 29). The second group to present
today was Tanya, Layla, and Dan. Their presentation emphasized a number of
areas such as art, schooling, holidays, and traditional foods of Mexico. While the
group provided interesting information, I would have preferred a more specific
and concrete inquiry question to research. The final group to present was Mark,
Adam, and Erica, who discussed the cultural importance and history of various
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Mexican foods. The group enhanced their presentation by bringing authentic
foods into the class.
Day 30 – Thursday, April 24
Inquiry Cycle Activities
In conjunction with the “Making Learning Public” phase, the class
continued with the presentations of the third inquiry cycle. The students who were
not presenting took notes on the presentations and then asked the presenters
relevant questions. Both inside and outside of class students completed their selfevaluations (the sixth phase).
Critical Moments in Implementation
There were four groups that presented their work this morning. Jennifer
and Doug volunteered to be the first presenters. Their work was a powerful and
graphic presentation on the cruel and destructive side of the Running of the Bulls.
Observation notes indicate that, “The other students seemed very shocked at the
pictures” (Field Note 30). The project centered on the work of various
organizations that opposed the event. Their PowerPoint presentation included a
number of pictures, graphics, and streaming video material. Although not the
strongest students in the class in terms of oral capabilities, both Doug and Jennifer
spoke extensively during the presentation. Heidi’s evaluation of the presentation
was that, “They did a really good job on this presentation with a lot of research”
(Field Note 30).
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Natalie and Megan were the second group to present. The pair had created
a collage of pictures and also organized and printed a travel brochure to go along
with their presentation on family tourist attractions in Jamaica. The weakness of
the presentation was an over-reliance on English. Heidi remarked, “The students
both used a ton of English with Spanish used only to read from the brochure”
(Field Note 30).
Alexis, Stephanie, and Samantha were the next to address the class. Quite
late in the inquiry cycle the group changed their topic to the Running of the Bulls.
This presentation was the exact opposite of Doug and Jennifer’s. Alexis,
Stephanie, and Samantha chose to emphasize the cultural aspects of the event and
discussed how the Running of the Bulls benefited the local community and the
country. Taken together, the two presentations provided a more complete and
holistic look at the event by exposing students to multiple perspectives of a very
complex and controversial topic. The final group to present was John and Tiffany
who elaborated on the differences between Halloween and the Mexican holiday,
the Day of the Dead.
Day 31 – Friday, May 2
The only activity scheduled for today was the final examination for the
course.
Reflections and Lessons from the Third Inquiry Cycle
The third inquiry cycle, similar to the first two cycles, was a learning
process that resulted in various setbacks and successes. A primary concern
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continued to be how to challenge the students to use Spanish more often. The
group component placed students in close proximity and provided common
content to discuss. The fact that most projects were computer-based, though,
made it more difficult to speak in Spanish when talking about development issues.
To gain the perspective of the students the interview participants were questioned
about the use of Spanish and English during group work. Justin commented,
You spoke a lot of Spanish and you pushed that. I thought that was really
good. But then when we got in our groups…we kind of got lazy with it, so
we didn’t use it as much. That’s kind of our own fault, I think, for not
pushing ourselves to do it (Third Interview, p. 3).
In all likelihood, additional models, scaffolds, and linguistic tools would have
assisted the students as they attempted to speak in Spanish.
The switch to group projects positively impacted the student-to-student
interaction, the collaboration among groups, and the development of highly
creative and detailed inquiry projects. Several students commented on the
constructive aspects of working cooperatively with peers to complete the final
project. Alexis indicated that the group focus encouraged her group to use
Spanish more often and that it allowed the students to act as peer tutors and
teachers.
I think with it being a group project we’re focusing a little bit more on
making sure that we’re using Spanish to communicate with each other….
We are each other’s teachers, helping each other figure out what would
look best. I mean, after the project is tentatively done, we can trade
projects and look for grammar, sentence construction, things like that.
We’re all sort of peer teaching (Third Interview, p. 4).

133

For Heather, a strong point of the group project was having common
topics and concepts to discuss with other interested individuals. Furthermore, the
members of the group were able to help each other with the language and ideas
for project development.
I’m having a lot of fun with it because we can each do our own individual
avenue of research but then still be able to present it, and we’re still all
doing it together. Instead of asking somebody for help when they have no
idea what your project is about we can all help each other and give each
other ideas that will benefit all of us when we give our oral presentation
(Second Interview, p. 6).
Donato (1994) suggests that the collaborative nature of peer or group work
results in corrective feedback and opportunities for students to scaffold one
another. He states, “During this interaction, the speakers are at the same time
individually novices and collectively experts, sources of new orientations for each
other, and guides through this complex linguistic problem solving” (p. 46). Group
work in the inquiry-based class included linguistic scaffolding but it also involved
scaffolding for problem solving and project development.
In addition to increased scaffolding opportunities, students ultimately
realized in the third cycle that their presentations were not limited to PowerPoint
or Word and that it was desirable and effective to incorporate multiple resources
into the research. They discovered that sharing their knowledge with others could
be an exciting and rewarding experience. The projects completed for the last
inquiry cycle demonstrated students’ personal flare and their investment in their
own learning. The third cycle was an opportunity to celebrate the successes of the
students (Short et al., 1996).
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With future inquiry-based classes I intend to reorder the cycles, beginning
with a teacher-directed cycle, following with a group cycle, and ending with an
individual cycle. The teacher-directed cycle provides a foundation that can be
subsequently solidified and built upon with a group project. Having the students
work together in collaborative teams will allow access to more resources, points
of view, and assistance in understanding the process. After two iterations students
should be more prepared to venture out on an individual inquiry cycle. Another
plausible modification is narrowing the topics. Restricting the topic range could
help to increase the amount of shared and comprehensible input in the class and
increase the negotiation of meaning (see Long, 1983 for a discussion on the
negotiation of meaning). Students would still be able to self-select topics and
tailor the instruction and learning to their styles and preferences, but there would
be much more common ground to facilitate classroom discussions, pair-work,
peer-review, and small group work.
TEACHING ISSUES
“History gives us a kind of chart, and we dare not surrender even a small
rushlight in the darkness. The hasty reformer who does not remember the
past will find himself condemned to repeat it” – John Buchan
A Closer Examination of the Inquiry Cycle
From the chronological account, it is clear that the majority of students
were generally engaged in the activities of the class and the Inquiry Cycle
projects. There were, however, some instances when students were less engaged
and when there were breakdowns with the learning approach. For researchers and
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practitioners who may be interested in implementing inquiry cycles or other
similar approaches in their classes it is important to delineate exactly when the
cycle broke down, what students cut corners on, and where there were
disconnects.
During the first phase of the Inquiry Cycle students were given time to
explore broad topics from which they eventually developed their inquiry
questions. For the most part students used the time appropriately, but some
mentioned that there was too much information available online and that they
were unsure where and how to begin their browsing. Jennifer suggested that a
brief training session on how to perform searches in Spanish and effectively use
Spanish search engines would have been beneficial.
In the second phase of the Inquiry Cycle students were supposed to
brainstorm ideas about possible inquiries and then actually develop an inquiry
question. Generating an appropriate question was a task that sidetracked more
than one student. The lack of a well-developed and though-out question had
ramifications that continued throughout the entire cycle. Students who failed to
come up with appropriate questions were less interested, less engaged, and less
motivated during the remaining phases. They did not become personally involved
with their projects or assume much ownership of their learning.
The third phase of the Cycle deals with gaining multiple perspectives.
Although students were adept at locating and incorporating multiple resources
into their projects they often failed to seek out or delve into alternative
perspectives on their topics. Opportunities were plentiful to examine multiple
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perspectives, but most students simply used the sources that were easy to locate
and that fit with information they had already found.
There were few problems with the “Research and Revise” phase. Students
typically worked hard on their projects with the time allotted to them in class. The
one minor issue that came up was maintaining student interest and motivation.
Again, those students who had good questions were more engaged and on-task
than those whose lacked quality questions. The less than ideal questions did not
seem to generate the interest or engagement necessary to sustain weeks of inquiry
and work.
The fifth phase of the Inquiry Cycle allowed students to participate in selfand peer-assessment. Students performed particularly well on the selfassessments. They demonstrated awareness about their projects, their growing
abilities with the language, learning strategies, and goal setting. The peerassessment, though, definitely needed improvement. Even though they had a
rubric to guide them, students often gave brief reviews and little, if any,
substantive feedback.
At the end of each cycle, students made their learning public. The projects
were creative and original and students took pride in their presentations. The only
difficulty associated with this phase of the Inquiry cycle was getting students to
ask questions and provide feedback to the presenters. As with other phases, it was
apparent which students had appropriate inquiry questions. They were excited
about their work and were able to answer the few questions posed to them.
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In the final phase of the Inquiry Cycle students reflected on the processes
and products of their learning. Much like with the self-assessment phase, students
were very open in their reflections documenting their strengths and weaknesses,
lessons they had learned, and goals for future inquiries. I felt that students were
constructively critical of themselves and that their self-scores were accurate
reflections of their effort and work.
Revisiting PBL Classrooms
In the initial chapters of this dissertation a number of problematic areas
related to problem- and project-based learning were documented. Since similar
issues arose in this project it is advantageous to revisit and reiterate those
concerns here. The work of Krajcik et al. (1998) documented the difficulties of
middle school learners in their first attempts at inquiry learning. The research
team noted that students frequently struggled to generate appropriate questions
and that they often needed direct assistance to refine their questions to reflect
personal interest. Moreover, students lacked direction in their research and were
not specific about what they were actually looking for. Finally, there were
problems with time management, over-emphasis on quick solutions, lack of
logical argument, and little discussion during class presentations.
Additional issues come from Polman (2000) who worked closely with a
high school science teacher as he implemented project-based learning in his
classes. Some of the recurring challenges that Polman listed were students
wasting time, ambiguity in grading open-ended projects, student frustration with
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learning through inquiry projects, and conflicting beliefs about teaching and
learning.
It might be presumed that because college students are normally more
mature, more cognitively advanced, more socially adept, and more familiar with
research procedures that the inquiry-based class would exhibit fewer problem
areas than the middle school and high school classes depicted above. In reality,
though, nearly every problem and issue evidenced in the other learning
environments came up in the college-level Spanish class. Students struggled to
generate appropriate questions that would sustain their inquiries. Many of the
projects presented trivial information rather than in-depth research. Some students
floundered on the Internet, unable to determine what information was relevant to
their topics. A few individuals mismanaged their time, waiting until the last
moment to throw together a presentation. During presentations there was
insufficient discussion and inadequate feedback given to the presenters.
While some of the following issues and suggestions are not necessarily
new or groundbreaking they do add to the growing body of knowledge regarding
inquiry-based learning approaches. Of particular interest are the insights gained
about college level learners and the foreign language classroom as a setting for
inquiry learning. Most of the issues are general enough to be applicable in various
disciplines and at varied instructional levels. A few, though, are more particular to
inquiry learning in second or foreign language settings. The issues discussed are
the use of the native language in the classroom, the negotiation of the curriculum,
the importance of quality research questions, the value of milestones (Polman,
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2000) and checkpoints, the designation of free time for individualization, and
attendance.
The Native Language in the Classroom
A number of researchers involved with second language teaching and
learning have recently outlined important and appropriate uses of the native
language in second and foreign language classrooms, showing how it can mediate
the learning process (McCafferty, 1992). Studies show that learners often use
their native language to direct their learning efforts, manage difficult learning
activities, and collaborate with peers (Donato, 1994; Platt & Brooks, 1994). As a
linguistic resource the native language also aids in the comprehension of abstract
principles and concepts.
Especially in innovative instructional settings, the use of the native
language may play a vital role in acclimating students to the environment,
introducing the theoretical constructs underlying the teaching methods, and
guiding students through initial learning attempts. When combined with the target
language the native language should help to facilitate language development, the
appreciation of culture, the development of critical thinking and problem solving
skills, and personal and meaningful learning that is transferable to students’ lives.
Negotiation of the Curriculum
Inquiry-based classes lend themselves well to curricular negotiation. It is
essential that students’ opinions and voices not only be heard but be heeded when
designing activities and materials. Months after the research project had ended I
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had an opportunity to communicate with a few of the students who had taken the
class. Alexis commented briefly on the negotiation of the curriculum, noting,
“You asked for our opinions and actually listened to what we had to say. You then
took those opinions and changed some things in the class according to our
suggestions” (Personal communication, October 20, 2003).
Particularly at advanced instructional levels, students may be more
cognizant of their learning styles and learning preferences. They are also
increasingly able to self-regulate themselves (Vygotsky, 1978). Negotiating the
curriculum is a way to empower students and validate their learning. With regards
to what can be negotiated, the instructor and the students must understand that
some things are open to negotiation and others are not (Schwarzer, 2003). As a
trained educational professional, the teacher is accountable for creating a positive
learning environment and ensuring desired outcomes, and while many aspects of
the course might be open to negotiation there will always be instances when the
teacher really does know what is “best” for the students.
The Importance of Quality Questions
The lack of quality research questions was a persistent problem in the
inquiry-based class. There was a constant divisive tension about whether to allow
students to move forward without appropriate questions, or to cut into
instructional time to develop the questions. At the outset of the project I wondered
whether quality inquiry questions were important in a foreign language setting or
not. It could be argued that even less appropriate questions would engage the
students in language learning. Without the best questions students would still be
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working with authentic online materials in Spanish. In other PBL environments
appropriate questions are a vital part of the entire learning process (Krajcik et al.,
1998; Polman, 2000; Torp & Sage, 1998). I thought inquiry learning in a language
class might be different in that aspect, but it was not. The students with stronger
research questions were more personally involved, focused, and invested in terms
of time and effort. The questions allowed students to concentrate their research
and devise applicable presentations. Therefore, while all students accessed
Spanish materials, whether with a strong or weak inquiry question, the students
with better questions experienced substantially more engagement with the inquiry
process and the class in general.
Milestones and Checkpoints
Polman’s work (2000) with high school science classes highlights the
importance of establishing multiple milestones and checkpoints to ensure that
students are on track with their projects. Inquiry learning at the college level
would appear to benefit from similar structure. Heather commented that a timeline
would have helped with the inquiry packet materials, “I think maybe with
involving the inquiry packet it may have been better if we turned in portions of it
at a time…. on a little bit of a time line” (Third Interview, p. 3).
Another well-documented issue raised by Polman (2000) was the
importance of face-to-face time between the teacher and the students. Students
who had little contact with the teacher were much more likely to be sidetracked in
their research and they frequently fell behind in the class. Similar results came
when students in the inquiry-based Spanish class were absent or when I did not
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meet with them frequently. Regardless of the instructional level, then, it appears
that students in inquiry-based environments benefit from having regular contact
with the instructor, who can then verify work, offer suggestions and advice, and
direct learners to resources.
Free Time for Individualization
The inclusion of free time each day was a crucial component of the
inquiry-based approach. Students were able to tailor the learning activities and
accompanying materials to their individual interests and needs. Students who
understood grammar concepts were able to move forward while those who needed
additional assistance received it. The free time also provided students with
opportunities to investigate their inquiry projects, interact with peers, and engage
personally meaningful materials. One recommendation when utilizing such openended time is to prepare supplementary exercises, tasks, and materials
beforehand. In the inquiry-based class students were more likely to accept the
invitation for assistance if there were concrete activities to work on. Students
should be invited to participate, but not expected to develop everything on their
own. The key is inviting students to participate and providing them with options.
Attendance
A final issue that arose with the project was attendance. Students were
expected to attend all of the class periods and daily grades were taken for
attendance. In spite of the requirement for students to be in attendance, absences
were frequent. Absences were problematic in a number of ways. First, when
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students were not in class it was difficult to gauge their progress in the inquiry
cycles and make sure that they were on track. These students were denied
valuable input and assistance provided by the instructor. Second, absences
resulted in increased work for the instructor in preparing make-up materials and
activities to ensure students did not fall too far behind in the class. A third
problem associated with absences came in the final inquiry cycle when students
were working in groups. Frequent absences inequitably shifted the workload to
the remaining group members.
I am aware that college life is hectic and unexpected at times, and
occasional absences are not uncommon. Perhaps students were not coming to
class because they did not take the class or the methods of instruction seriously. If
they felt that they could learn as much on their own time, then why waste time by
coming to the class. Polman (2000) discussed a related phenomenon that occurred
when students’ beliefs about how learning should take place differed from the
instructional approaches of project-based learning. The resultant opinions were
that the teacher was unprepared, inexperienced, and ineffectual. In the Spanish
class the divide between expectations for language learning and the methods of
the course may have distanced some students, who expressed their concerns by
absenting themselves.
Problematic areas in inquiry-based settings have been documented at
various instructional levels and with varied content. In many ways the collegelevel Spanish class proved to be no different in terms of difficulties than the
middle school and high school inquiry classrooms. The above issues were
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presented in order to inform and prepare researchers and practitioners (especially
those in FLE) to work with inquiry-based learning approaches in their own
settings and classrooms.
CONCLUSION
The purpose of this chapter was to answer the research question dealing
with how the teacher-researcher implemented the inquiry-based curriculum in a
college-level Spanish class. The chronological account detailed critical moments
in the implementation of the learning approach as the course evolved. Sections on
reflections and lessons learned delineated some of the issues, challenges, and
problems that arose in the course and how the teacher-researcher and the students
worked together to address them. Following the descriptive narrative, a number of
teaching issues were presented and discussed. The teaching issues went beyond
this particular class and offered suggestions for researchers and practitioners
interested in or involved with inquiry learning at different levels of instruction and
with different subject matter.
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Chapter 5: Individual Case Studies
INTRODUCTION
The chronological description and analysis of the class presented in
Chapter 4 answered the first research question of how a teacher-researcher
implements an inquiry-based learning approach in a fourth-semester university
Spanish class. The individual case studies below offer additional answers for the
research questions dealing with what students do in an inquiry-based course, how
they react to the class, and what linguistic and educational gains are possible. The
class in question was designated as an intermediate-level course by the university.
At the college level it is common to have the first two semesters of foreign
language serve as beginning level and the third and fourth semesters as
intermediate level. It should be noted, though, that not all of the students actually
entered the class at the intermediate level and not everyone exited at that level
either. Differences in background and language learning ability, along with
myriad other learner characteristics (Lightbown & Spada, 1999) impacted the
progression of the students in different ways.
During the course of the research project there were six students out of a
total of 19 who volunteered to be interviewed (four women from a total of 12 and
two men out of 7). Each student participated in three interviews. This series of
three interviews was based on the in-depth phenomenological method discussed
by Seidman (1998). In phenomenological interviewing the first interview is to
“put the participant’s experience in context by asking him or her to tell as much as
possible about him or herself in light of the topic up to the present time,” the
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second interview “to concentrate on the concrete details of the participant’s
present experience in the topic area of study,” and the third interview for the
participant “to reflect on the meaning of their experience” (Seidman, 1998, p. 1112). Accordingly, the first interview focused on students’ prior language-learning
experiences up to the inquiry-based class, the second on the inquiry cycle
experience itself, and the third on a more holistic look at the course including
reactions, gains, and limitations.
Interviews were conducted with six students, three of which were
developed into case studies. The selection of the cases allowed for maximum
variation among the interviewees (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to search for important
common elements (Patton, 1990) and also to delineate “instances of variation”
(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 29). In the first case study Alexis presents a
tempered and critical evaluation of the course by detailing the aspects of the class
that she did not like and did not agree with. The other case studies Heather and
Jennifer express satisfaction with the teaching methods of the course as well as
the activities and learning outcomes. For them, the class was a successful and
fulfilling experience, quite distinctive from all of their other Spanish classes. The
data for the cases come from multiple sources (i.e. interviews, participant
reflections, anecdotal records, and field notes) allowing for triangulation
(Merriam, 1998).
The intent of the case studies is to contextualize the experience of the class
from the vantage point of a few particular students and allow their voices to be
heard. While the invitation to be interviewed was extended to all students, only a
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few chose to participate, and it is quite possible that the voices we hear are
primarily of those students who enjoyed the course and interacted well with the
teacher-researcher (for another example of potential interviewing bias in teacherresearch see Schwarzer, 2003). I am cognizant of the fact that this likely leaves an
unfortunate void of students who may have disliked the course and the methods of
instruction.
Case Study Format
The students in the case studies supplied important information both about
themselves and other students in the class. While each case is unique there are
certain aspects and issues that cut across all three cases. To offer a more complete
view of the class and allow for comparisons and contrasts across the cases there is
a consistent format (Merriam, 1998) with all three case studies presented in the
following way:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Rationale
Language Learning Background
Linguistic and Educational Gains
Assessment of the Class
Conclusion

Following a succinct rationale that explains the inclusion of the case, the
second section on language learning background is provided to contextualize the
students’ previous experiences. It is important to understand what types of
language learning instruction students were previously involved with so as to
better comprehend their actions and reactions in the inquiry-based classroom. A
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number of factors such as methods of instruction, activities, exposure to Spanish,
and likes and dislikes are discussed in the background section.
The third section delineates several of the linguistic and educational gains
demonstrated in the class. Although many researchers might look at linguistic
gains in terms of improved grammatical accuracy, enhanced pronunciation, and
more complex vocabulary and sentence structure I chose to document some
atypical gains that represent processes of learning as much as products of
learning. The gains are illustrative of some of the possible learning outcomes in
an inquiry class. In addition to students’ gains, difficulties and problematic areas
are also outlined.
In the fourth section students elaborate on a few of the critical components
and issues involved with the class, particularly the use of Spanish and English, the
availability of free time in class to individualize learning, and the invitation to
self-select research topics and resources. Furthermore, the assessment section
contains students’ positive and negative reactions to the methods and activities of
the class. Finally, the last section of each case study is a concise conclusion that
reiterates key points and ties the case together. At the end of the chapter there is a
summary of the cases that highlights and expands upon a number of cross-case
issues. It is important to note here that the excerpts of the students’ work that
appear below (particularly those written in Spanish) are presented exactly as they
were in the original documents including mistakes in grammar, spelling and
orthographic errors, invented spellings, and non-conventional markings.
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ALEXIS
RATIONALE
Alexis had a number of Spanish classes prior to college, all of which she
enjoyed immensely. Her college courses, however, have been rather disappointing
and she feels that she has not learned much more than what she already knew
from high school. The linguistic and educational gains that Alexis made were less
noticeable than those of Heather and Jennifer, but nonetheless important. Alexis’
case is valuable in that it highlights some of the typical and realistic outcomes of
inquiry-based learning. In the inquiry-based class Alexis frequently worked with
familiar and comfortable frameworks. She did not embrace the methods and
approach associated with inquiry learning to the extent that Heather and Jennifer
did. In these ways, Alexis is likely more representative of some of the other
students in the class than either Heather or Jennifer. Additionally, Alexis was
more critical of the methods and the class in general and openly expressed her
misgivings.
LANGUAGE LEARNING BACKGROUND
Alexis is a sophomore. She is majoring in Elementary Education and
minoring in psychology. Like many of the students in the class Alexis had a
number of Spanish courses at both the high school and college levels. In addition
to two semesters at the university and three years of high school Spanish, Alexis
had some limited travel abroad experience (Spring Break 2000 with the Foreign
Language Club to Madrid, Spain). Alexis’ hometown is approximately 16%
Hispanic, and her employment during high school often brought her into contact
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with the Spanish-speaking population. Alexis enrolled in the fourth-semester
Spanish course in order to fulfill a requirement for a Bachelor of Arts degree.
Though she wanted to improve her Spanish skills, she was also concerned about
making a “good grade” in the class (Data Sheet). In her self-report data from the
first of the semester, Alexis indicated that she was more confident with the
receptive skills of listening comprehension and reading than with the productive
skills of writing and speaking (Data Sheet).
Alexis’ learning experiences with Spanish began in middle school. All of
the students in her school were required to take seven weeks of Spanish; no other
language classes were offered. There was a strong emphasis in the exploratory
class (see Shrum & Glisan, 2000, for a discussion of exploratory classes) on the
various Spanish-speaking cultures. Alexis described the grammar and language
components of the class as “very basic” (First Interview, p. 1). The instructor of
the class was more concerned with generating student interest in the language and
culture to boost high school enrollments than fostering communicative or
linguistic competence. Once in high school, Alexis chose to take Spanish her
freshman, sophomore, and junior years, but she opted out her senior year.
Although the methods of instruction in her classes were slightly varied, most
emphasized bookwork, memorization, and repetition. Alexis recalled,
In high school we…she would lecture a little bit, but most of the time we
would do group work. She had a system set up that on Monday she would
draw our names out of a hat and we were placed in pairs and we would
just go through the book. We would do exercises (First Interview, p. 2).

151

Once in a while, students were required to complete reports or
presentations for the class. Students started with a broad topic assigned by the
teacher that they were able to narrow and personalize somewhat. For Alexis, the
ability to select her topic was empowering and motivating.
[The teacher] would kind of direct us…like “You have to pick a topic on
Mexico, or something about Mexican culture,” something like that. So we
were still confined a little bit, but she was getting out of us what she
wanted and we were doing it over something that kind of interested us….
If the boundaries are there, but they’re kind of loose then you get to make
it your own project too…. It’s easier to do it when it’s your own project,
what you want to do rather than what the teacher’s expecting you to do
(First Interview, p. 4).
Apart from being enjoyable and interesting, Alexis also felt that working
on the projects had helped to improve her abilities and skills in Spanish.
Every time you are doing a presentation or something like that, you have
to figure out what words are, what to translate, and then just getting up in
front of the rest of the class and speaking…Every time you’re speaking,
every time you’re using the language you’re helping yourself a little bit
(First Interview, p. 4).
In Alexis’ Spanish classes there was a strong and continual effort to
maximize comprehensible input for the students (Krashen, 1982). The teacher
spoke almost entirely in Spanish and students were expected to use Spanish as
much as they could. In fact, students were penalized if they spoke in English at
inappropriate moments.
We were always required to speak in Spanish…. Starting the first day of
your freshman year, no matter how much Spanish you had you weren’t
allowed to speak [English] unless you were on the magic carpet. She had a
carpet in the middle of the room and if you stood on the magic carpet you
could speak in English, but other than that there was no English. They
forced us to speak in Spanish (First Interview, p. 2).
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The attempts by the teacher to increase the usage of Spanish in the
classroom appear to have been successful. Alexis commented that although the
procedure was somewhat difficult, most students benefited from it and that most
played by the rules outlined by the teacher. For the most part, Alexis’ experiences
learning Spanish in high school were positive and she expressed satisfaction with
both the instructor and the methods and activities used in the classes. In contrast,
her classes at the university to date have been disappointing.
I haven’t really liked the Spanish classes so far. Seriously, they would just
get up there and…it was…my first semester here she would lecture on
Monday, lecture on Wednesday, and on Friday we would look at
overheads. And that’s all we did. And then my [inaudible] Spanish class
last semester…it was all lecture (First Interview, p. 3).
The excessive amount of lecture in the classes at the expense of
cooperative or interactive activities continually frustrated Alexis. She felt that the
over-reliance on lecture as a teaching strategy was actually detracting from what
she already knew about the language and that the lack of practice only
exacerbated the problem.
I knew a lot in high school because my teacher was absolutely
wonderful…. And now we just sit around and we speak in English and
people just lecture at us. So I feel like I’ve lost a lot of what I had…. I
know I’ve said it over and over, but I do not like to be lectured to, and
that’s all they’ve done. [Long pause] I…to be completely honest I have
not been impressed with my Spanish classes at [this] university at all. The
teachers really haven’t been that good. I haven’t learned anything new
really (First Interview, p. 7).
In contrasting her various Spanish classes, Alexis characterized her high
school Spanish classes as being more student-centered, while her university
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Spanish classes were more teacher-centered. At the college level, Alexis
expressed dissatisfaction with simply going through the textbook and focusing
almost entirely on grammar, with few opportunities to engage in conversational or
cooperative learning tasks. While high school was entertaining and engaging, the
best thing about college Spanish classes was that it was easy to get the grade.
In high school, there wasn’t much that I didn’t like. They tried to make it
very, very interesting. I liked pretty much everything because my teachers
made it a lot of fun. College…I’ve liked that it’s been pretty easy to finish
the workbook, to finish the worksheets and get the grade (First Interview,
p. 6).
Since the curriculum of the inquiry-based course focused on negotiation,
self-selection of questions and topics, and interactive presentations, I thought the
course would match well with Alexis’ learning style and preferences, allowing her
to increase her Spanish proficiency. Furthermore, I anticipated that Alexis would
find the class to be empowering, enjoyable, and fulfilling since she had reacted
favorably to similar activities in high school. The reality of her experience,
however, was quite unexpected.
LINGUISTIC AND EDUCATIONAL GAINS
From the first inquiry cycle to the last Alexis was a solid student, making
good marks on quizzes, exams, homework, and the inquiry projects. She
completed her assignments in a timely manner and did what was expected. Since
she began the class with a fairly extensive background in Spanish her proficiency
level upon entering the class may have been close to that expected of students
exiting the class. For the first few weeks of the semester, though, Alexis was very
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critical of the inquiry-based methods. She questioned the effectiveness of the
approach and wondered whether she was wasting her time in the class. She did
not give up, however, and she eventually found a balance between what she
considered to be the strengths and weaknesses of the teaching methods.
Alexis employed a number of techniques and strategies that she had
utilized in her other Spanish classes to function within the inquiry-based
classroom. Translation was a particular strategy that Alexis used frequently.
Although translation met her needs on most occasions, as the semester progressed
Alexis came to the realization that translation could only take her so far in her
language learning. Another area where Alexis showed improvement was in trying
to use more Spanish in class. Finally, the last two areas of gains to be discussed
are interrelated and deal with Alexis’ changing perceptions of herself and the
class.
Translation as a Strategy and as a Crutch
Alexis relied heavily on translation during all of the inquiry cycles,
particularly for composing her presentations. Her compositions were often
composed first in English and then translated into Spanish. Alexis considered
translation to be an effective learning strategy.
By the second inquiry cycle I had a pretty much even amount between the
Spanish websites and the English websites. A lot of them I was finding the
same information on both and so I could take the information that I found
in English and translate to Spanish or use the Spanish websites that they
were similar to. I was doing more translation with the second [cycle]. I
think maybe that’s why I did learn a little bit more (Second Interview, p.
6).
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Alexis’ translation strategies, though, did not include the misuse of online
translators for sentences or paragraphs. She understood that the online translators
did not generally produce desirable results. Even though she frequently used
translation in her work, by the end of the semester Alexis had come to realize that
there were other ways to improve her Spanish and that translation did not push her
to develop herself. She spoke of this realization in her final interview.
I’ve learned that I personally rely too much on translation, on the online
translation things. I need to push myself a little bit more when it comes to
learning Spanish…. I need to push myself a little bit more if I actually
want to be better at this. (Third Interview, p. 2)
Although Alexis relied heavily on translation throughout the semester she
was cognizant of its limitations. She further realized that an over-reliance on
translation limited her growth and development in the language in other ways.
Trying to Use More Spanish
Alexis was moderately successful in finding ways to interact with and use
more Spanish in the classroom. In self-assessments on each of the inquiry cycles
she indicated that her use of Spanish in class fluctuated between forty and sixty
percent (Self-Assessment 1, 2, & 3). In her second interview Alexis indicated an
awareness of the necessity of using Spanish more.
I think on the second cycle I tried to use Spanish more. At the beginning
of the semester I didn’t really understand a lot, I think. So, the second
cycle I was trying to make myself ask questions in Spanish or try and get
my concepts across in Spanish when I asked fellow classmates or the
instructor, things like that, just because I know that I need to keep using
Spanish to actually learn anything from this class (p. 5).

156

As she attempted to speak more Spanish she gained confidence in her presentation
skills. Reflecting on the second presentation she commented, “I felt more
comfortable being up in front of the class speaking Spanish” (Second Interview,
p. 5).
On the final inquiry cycle project, where students were working in small
groups, Alexis explained that her group made a concerted effort to use more
Spanish. Heidi’s field notes corroborate Alexis’ self-assessments of using Spanish
and English for roughly equivalent amounts of time in class (Field Notes 11, 1416, 21-22, 24, 26-27).
An area that Alexis struggled with, though, was comprehension of online
materials in Spanish. The complexity of many of the Spanish web sites resulted in
frequent frustration.
Especially having to look for everything in Spanish, I don’t understand
sometimes what it says…. It makes it difficult. I mean, it works for me to
be able to go through and write the vocabulary words that I don’t
understand, but sometimes I don’t understand the context of the article that
I’m looking at or the page that I’m looking at. So, I’m not really getting
any information from it (Second Interview, p. 2).
For Alexis, the authenticity of the Spanish websites was beneficial and
problematic at the same time. The information overload provided by sites entirely
in Spanish often caused her to ponder whether she was learning or not.
I find myself going to my dictionary a lot to look up words to try and get
meanings or ways of asking questions. So, it’s nice that I get to see all
those things, but it also makes it difficult. What’s the purpose of
researching if I don’t even understand what I’m saying? (Third Interview,
p. 1).
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Alexis’ solution to the situation was to use both English and Spanish
websites. She would often find sites that had similar information, but she would
focus on the English sites rather than the Spanish and then translate the
information into Spanish. The solution was one adopted by a number of students
in the class.
Self-Awareness
At the conclusion of each inquiry cycle students had the opportunity to
participate in a self-assessment and a self-reflection. On the reflection sheet for
the second inquiry cycle Alexis commented on some realizations and personal
goals. In writing about the lessons she had learned she remarked, “Sometimes I
need to broaden my horizons a little” (Self-Reflection 2). Later, on the same
reflection form she set a goal for the next cycle by indicating, “Maybe I should
see how available resources are before I start a project” (Self-Reflection 2).
Alexis began to realize that the inquiry cycles allowed her to expand her cultural
awareness through projects of interest. Besides being interesting, though, projects
needed to be able to sustain research for extended periods of time.
Alexis also commented on her learning strategies and staying motivated in
class in order to achieve her goals, “I need to push myself a little bit more” (Third
Interview, p. 2). While using translation as a technique for working on projects
had served her well, Alexis understood that there were more effective ways to
learn. She was cognizant of how her motivation and personal effort would impact
her current and future learning.
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Adjusting to a Different Learning Environment
For the first few weeks of the semester Alexis did not like methods of
instruction or the class in general. Part of the problem may have stemmed from a
mismatch in expectations. Alexis was expecting the teacher to take a more direct
and controlling role in “teaching” the class rather than facilitating the learning
process. The following quotes express Alexis’ early discontent with the class,
“The teacher is a facilitator and not an educator” (Course Review 1), “I feel like
I’m just wasting my time” (Course Review 1), and “Make this class worth my
time” (Course Review 1). Furthermore, on her first reflection sheet she indicated
three separate times that she wanted more “guidance” and “guidelines” (SelfReflection 1).
During the second inquiry cycle Alexis began to make adjustments and
find ways to work within the student-centered environment by assuming more
responsibility for her learning. In her second interview she talked about how the
second inquiry cycle was better than the first, highlighting how the teacher and
the students had a better sense of their roles and expectations after working
together on the first project.
I think the second inquiry cycle we learned more simply because at the
beginning the class had to get used to you and your teaching style…like
how you had to get used to us and our learning styles. I definitely think
that once we got settled into the semester and we knew what to expect of
each other we did learn more out of the second inquiry cycle (p. 5).
When asked to comment on the methods of instruction on the second course
review, Alexis’ response was a more positive, “Things are getting much better!”
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Rather than giving up, or simply tuning out, Alexis found ways to work
effectively in the class.
ALEXIS’ ASSESSMENT OF THE CLASS
Alexis was very open about the things she liked and disliked in class.
Initially unpleased with the course she eventually determined that there were
some benefits associated with inquiry-based learning. She also learned that she
could tailor the course to her own preferences to a degree. For consistency, many
of the topics discussed below have parallels in the other two case studies.
Sometimes its Frustrating to Use Spanish
When asked about the use of Spanish and English in the classroom Alexis
discussed a number of plausible reasons why students would sometimes use
English rather than Spanish. The first was frustration with not being able to
communicate effectively in Spanish.
There are times when it just gets frustrating. I know I think through it in
English first, then I translate into Spanish, then I have to say it in Spanish.
So, sometimes when I want to say something when I have an idea right
now I don’t want to think through, “How do I say this in Spanish? Are
they going to understand me when I say it in Spanish?” (Third Interview,
p. 6).
A related issue when deciding to attempt to use Spanish or to lapse into
English was the ease of reverting to the native language. Particularly with the
inquiry projects that had dissimilar topics students often found it much easier to
discuss uncommon elements in English. Alexis concurred that, “It’s easier than
speaking in Spanish (Third Interview, p. 6).
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A third major issue when using Spanish or English related to students’
self-esteem. Adult second language learners are quite aware of their language
abilities and how they measure up to their peers. More so than with younger
learners adults do not want to come across as unintelligent or uneducated
(Lightbown & Spada, 1999). Even though attempts were made to assuage student
concerns and create a non-threatening setting, self-esteem was still an issue as
illustrated in Alexis’ remarks from her third interview.
It’s a self-esteem issue, sort of. It’s hard to get up there and sort of feel
dumb. At this point in the game we want to pretend like we’re smart
people, all getting up there. It’s hard getting up in front of people and
speaking in a language you don’t know (p. 2).
For some of the students in the class speaking in Spanish was not
threatening. They would converse with the teacher-researcher and with their
peers. Others, though, were more inclined to use English and only use Spanish
when absolutely necessary (i.e. when working on exercises or presenting to the
class).
Free Time: Golden, but Occasionally Problematic
Alexis felt that it was productive and useful to have a block of free time in
class for a number of reasons. First, the allotted time allowed students to work on
their projects while having access to multiple resources including the instructor.
That free time can be golden. I mean…if you’re at home, you can’t raise
your hand and say, “How do you say this in Spanish?” And if we’re using
that time like we’re suppose to be using it we have so many resources
right there in that computer lab between other students, between the
professor, and the Internet that we have right in front of us (Third
Interview, p. 4).
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Second, free time enabled students to work collaboratively with peers.
Students were able to use each other to “get a better idea” or use each other “as a
sounding board” (Second Interview, p. 3). Moreover, if there were students who
did not understand a concept, additional assistance was provided during free time.
Alexis explained how this aspect of free time benefited all learners in the class.
If there are only three students that don’t understand a concept, then they
can get together and work on that concept while everyone else gets time to
work on their projects or the homework, or whatever it is that they choose
to work on…. You get a better chance to learn what you’re not learning
and everyone else isn’t bored out of their minds, saying, “Duh, why don’t
you get this?” They get to work on something else (Second Interview p. 45).
With the option of free time came the possibility of abuse. Alexis
maintained that the use or abuse of the free time was an individual choice with
individual consequences. She commented, “If you want to go and waste your time
during class and then use your free time at home to do your projects then that was
your own problem” (Third Interview, p. 4). When asked whether she thought that
a lot of students were wasting their time, Alexis replied, “I do think that there are
some people that are emailing people and they’re doing more personal use, things
that aren’t anything to do with Spanish” (Third Interview, p. 5). Alexis
maintained that wasting time was a “minor” problem that was distracting and
disrespectful.
I guess I’m seeing it more as disrespect to the teacher and the rest of the
students. It’s just like in elementary school when you get in trouble for
talking and the teacher is talking. I think it’s a minor problem and maybe
the only thing that needs to be said is, “Hey, I’m up here doing this for
your own good. Maybe you’d better be listening.” Or even another student
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being like, “Hey, I can’t hear. Could you please just email whoever later?”
(Third Interview, p. 5).
Heidi’s field notes provide additional information about the abuses of the
free time, most of which were associated with the computers and Internet
technology. The documented occurrences are infrequent, lending support to
Alexis’ claim that wasting free time with inappropriate computer activity was a
“minor” problem. The field notes highlight the following: playing games (Field
Notes 5, 7, & 19), Instant Messenger (Field Note 5), and sending email (Field
Notes 7, 8, 12, & 19). It should be noted, though, that other misuses likely
occurred when the teacher-researcher and the research assistant were not
observing.
Reactions to the Class
At the beginning of the semester Alexis was quite critical in her reviews of
the course and questioned whether she was learning anything from the class. Her
comments on the first course review were, “I feel like I’m just wasting time.
Make this class worth my time. I feel like I am coming for no reason. I’m not
learning much more than what I knew from high school” (Course Review 1). Part
of her misgivings may have stemmed from the uniqueness of the approach. As
illustrated in other inquiry learning environments students sometimes equate the
openness and more unstructured nature of the setting with inexperience or lack of
preparation on the part of the teacher (Polman, 2000).
At the second course review Alexis had started to change some of her
opinions about the class. She wrote, “Things are getting much better! I am
enjoying class more. We are moving into the technological stage with this class”
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(Course Review 2). However, she still questioned whether the projects were
beneficial or if it was possible to complete them without really learning anything
new.
I think a lot of times we all sit down with PowerPoint and we get the
template and put in the information that we found and we present it. We’re
not even learning too much from it sometimes, I think (Second Interview,
p. 3).
Occasionally, locating pertinent information for her projects resulted in
frustration. It was easy enough to find vocabulary and insert it into presentations,
but Alexis often wondered, “What’s the purpose of researching if I don’t even
understanding what I’m saying” (Third Interview, p. 1)? These concerns came to
the forefront when asked about her expectations for a fourth-semester Spanish
class. She remarked,
I guess by the fourth semester of Spanish we would be learning more and
be expected to do more. I guess we would be expected to know more
concepts. It would be more conversational type things. We would be
expected to interact more (Third Interview, p. 3).
Alexis’ reactions to the class continued to evolve. On her final course
review, in response to the question “Do you feel that the methods of instruction in
this class were beneficial to you? To other students?” she responded, “Yes, for
both me and others. This method appealed to a different type of learner. We
weren’t just lectured to” (Course Review 3). During the semester Alexis exhibited
a spectrum of reactions ranging from disdain to acceptance and even enjoyment of
the course.
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CONCLUSION
Alexis’ case study represents what many students probably felt and
experienced in the inquiry-based class. They were unsure about whether the
methods of instruction would work for them, but they went along with them. They
participated in class when called upon, but did not typically offer to volunteer
their work. They found ways to work within the innovative framework, but never
fully embraced it. They viewed the class as a requirement and did what was
necessary to pass. Although their gains may not have been pronounced, they did
develop and improve in unique and valuable ways.
HEATHER
RATIONALE
Heather is a student who has the ability to excel in a variety of learning
environments and with a variety of instructors regardless of the methods used.
She had a number of Spanish classes prior to college, some of which were
positive and others that were rather negative. She was selected as a case study
because she thrived in the inquiry-based class and demonstrated dramatic gains.
Her linguistic and educational gains showcase some of the potential and desirable
outcomes for inquiry learning environments.
LANGUAGE LEARNING BACKGROUND
Heather is a freshman majoring in secondary education. She recently
transferred from another in-state university in order to be closer to her home and
family. Heather’s experiences with learning Spanish consist of one year of
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elementary school, three years of high school, and one semester of intermediate
Spanish from her previous university. Heather enrolled in the fourth-semester
Spanish class to fulfill a departmental requirement for her major and out of a
personal interest in the language and culture. Her primary goals for the course
were to become more fluent with the language and to learn more about the
Spanish culture.
Heather’s first formal exposure to the Spanish language came in the fifth
grade when she attended a “challenge” class developed for gifted and talented
students. Students participating in the challenge class were sent to a different
elementary school where they received a year of Spanish instruction in addition to
their regular academic subjects. Heather recalled that the content of the course
focused almost entirely on basic vocabulary, “it was more like counting, colors;
learning hands, feet, that kind of thing, but no sentence structure or anything like
that” (First Interview, p. 1). While the class was a positive learning experience,
unfortunately for Heather, the school district did not offer language courses at the
middle school level and it was not until high school that she was able to continue
her study of the Spanish language and culture.
In high school, Heather studied Spanish for three years, starting as a
sophomore and continuing through her senior year. Each year she had a different
Spanish teacher, two of which were native speakers of the language. The Spanish
courses were sequenced in such a way that they became progressively more
challenging in terms of grammatical and structural complexity, a familiar design
in traditional, behaviorist classrooms (Omaggio-Hadley, 2000). A commonality
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among the classes, though, was an emphasis on repetition and review. While the
constant repetition was beneficial to some extent, it was also rather tedious. In
reflecting on her high school experiences, Heather questioned whether the
repetitive nature of in-class work and homework was truly advantageous.
A lot of high school was constant review. I never felt like we learned
anything new except for maybe vocab…. High school a lot of it was
basically [pause] I don’t want to call it lecture, but the teacher standing
there, you know, she would say the vocab word, you would repeat it, and
then you might use it in a little bit of conversation if you could; lots of
worksheets, lots of quizzes. A lot of things that weren’t really interactive;
lots of take-home stuff that really didn’t have much to do with the class….
In high school a lot of it was just busy work (First Interview, p. 2).
For Heather, the methods of instruction and activities used in the Spanish
classes were adequate for teaching some skills, but fell short in other important
areas such as speaking, listening comprehension, and culture.
Let’s put it this way, I could read and write Spanish pretty well, mostly
through high school because of all the worksheets, but I still am not that
fluent with speaking. Listening, I’m also not very good with…. High
school did not have very much culture learning at all. The culture learning
we got was, you know, from my two teachers that had lived in Spanish
speaking countries and they would just tell the occasional story (First
Interview, p. 3).
The traditional activities of the Spanish classes focused on memorization,
drill-and-practice exercises on worksheets, and the repetition of vocabulary, many
of the components found in the Audio-Lingual Method (ALM) of the 1960s
(Lado, 1964). The result was a learning environment that was highly didactic and
excessively teacher-centered. There where few efforts to make the materials
meaningful and personal either through the contextualization of learning activities
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(Omaggio-Hadley, 2000; Shrum & Glisan, 2000; Walz, 1989) or through
communicative interactions (Lee & VanPatten, 1995; Nunan, 1989). Of particular
concern to Heather was the fact that students had little input regarding learning
tasks and the curriculum.
In high school the teacher was definitely the instigator of all of it. You
didn’t really [pause] you never had the opportunity to help yourself in
class…. It was very…[laughs]…I don’t want to say dictatorship. That
sounds bad, but [trails off]…. You didn’t have any sort of say, like they
would never ask you “Are you learning this way? Should we change the
activities?” There was never anything like that. High school was “Do your
homework. Get through it.” You didn’t really have a whole lot of input
(First Interview, p. 5).
Heather’s overall assessment of her high school Spanish classes was that
they were uninteresting and lacking in personal relevance. Neither the materials
nor the methods of instruction appealed to Heather’s learning style or personality,
and the experience was generally an unpleasant one. In retrospect, Heather
recalled, “I really did not enjoy Spanish classes in high school. I dreaded going. I
could do it, but I hated the process of going to class because it was boring and
they didn’t make it fun. It wasn’t remotely interesting” (First Interview, p. 7).
In spite of the less-than-ideal experiences with high school Spanish, and
largely to satisfy a departmental requirement, Heather decided to continue
studying the language at the university level. Her first college Spanish course
placed more emphasis on communicative competence and cultural awareness,
contrastingly sharply with her high school classes. However, as with the high
school classes, the university course stressed memorization, repetition, and
grammatical accuracy, which were realized through a multiplicity of textbook
168

exercises. All in all, Heather’s first experience with Spanish at the college level
proved to be more enjoyable than what she had experienced in high school. In
delineating the differences between the two instructional settings, Heather
highlighted personal choice, culture expansion, and real world relevance as
important to her language learning.
With this wide range of previous language learning experiences, some of
which were positive and others that were negative, Heather entered the inquirybased class. Although the course was a requirement for her major, Heather also
expressed a genuine interest in improving her Spanish skills and learning more
about Spanish cultures. Self-report data from early in the semester indicate that
Heather was fairly confident in the areas of listening comprehension, reading, and
writing, and somewhat confident in her ability to speak Spanish (Data Sheet). In
the visually, verbally, and technologically rich inquiry-based learning
environment Heather was invited to take control of her learning and push herself
as far as she could go. She eagerly accepted the flexibility, responsibility, and
ownership derived from the student-centered class, making substantial linguistic
and educational gains throughout the semester.
LINGUISTIC AND EDUCATIONAL GAINS
As the course progressed Heather demonstrated significant linguistic and
educational gains in a number of areas. In particular, she exhibited increased selfconfidence in her speaking abilities as a result of heightened risk-taking and she
became adept at managing the ambiguity of the complex, online Spanish materials
that she needed for her projects. Additionally, the inquiry-based Spanish class
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offered Heather opportunities to develop in other ways such as learning to learn in
a new environment, managing the learning process through choice and
responsibility, and mediating learning through self-awareness. All of these gains
are documented and discussed in the following sections.
Increasing Self-Confidence through Risk-Taking
At the beginning of the semester in her self-assessment of language skills
Heather indicated that the skill she felt the least confident about was speaking.
She recalled that in her previous Spanish classes, “I would be nervous about
speaking in front of the class and making a mistake” (Third Interview, p. 2). In the
inquiry-based class where students frequently interacted with each other on
regular assignments and their projects there were many opportunities to use
Spanish in less-threatening ways. Throughout the semester Heather’s selfconfidence in speaking the language increased in conjunction with her risk-taking.
As noted in the teacher-researcher anecdotal records, during the first few
days of class the students, including Heather, were extremely reluctant to
volunteer answers or share their ideas and work with the rest of the class unless
specifically called on to do so (Anecdotal Record 4). In foreign language classes
this is not uncommon as many students, particularly adult learners, are quite
conscientious about their use of the language in front of peers (Lightbown &
Spada, 1999). After a few weeks, though, Heather started to take more risks,
evidenced by her increased participation in whole-class activities and her
willingness to share her responses, ideas, and opinions with the class. She
continued to volunteer answers in class and took active roles in pair and small
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group work. In her interviews and self-evaluations she indicated a concerted effort
to use more Spanish and prepare adequately for formal speaking opportunities.
When we have to get up in front of the class, it can’t just be a lax kind of
thing. You’ve had to…You want to make sure you’re Spanish is right so
you don’t get up there and say something in front of the class that doesn’t
make any sense (Second Interview, p. 5).
Heather felt that as the semester progressed she was able to use Spanish
more often in class, beginning around 60 percent for the first cycle and ending
around 75 percent with the second and third cycles (Self-Assessment 1, 2, & 3).
Field notes from the research assistant corroborate the claim, recounting that
Heather almost always used Spanish materials and Spanish websites and that her
conversations with partners and groups were often completed in Spanish (Field
Notes 9-13, 21-22, 24, 26, & 29).
When it was time for students to present their second inquiry cycles,
Heather offered to be the first to present. For the rest of the semester she
continued to volunteer her work and her opinions. Heather’s group volunteered to
be the first group to present the final inquiry cycle. Near the end of the semester
Heather reflected back on the class and how her confidence in speaking had
improved.
I feel that I have learned more in this Spanish class than any others I have
taken before; I am more comfortable and confident when speaking the
language…whether I’m reading from a text or engaging in conversation
(Course Review 3).
Heather’s risk-taking during the semester resulted in positive learning experiences
and contributed to improved self-confidence in speaking Spanish.
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Managing Ambiguity as an L2 Strategy
One of the benefits of meeting in a computer lab with Internet access was
that students had access to innumerable authentic Spanish materials and texts via
the Web. Galloway (1998) defines authentic materials as “those written and oral
communications produced by members of a language and culture group for
members of the same language and culture group” (p. 133). The exploration of
authentic materials afforded students the opportunity to see and hear real language
that was replete with cultural and societal values (Shrum & Glisan, 2000). The
authentic texts, though, often challenged students with linguistic structures and
vocabulary that were unfamiliar. Understandably, the idea of having to read and
comprehend web sites written entirely in Spanish was daunting for several
students. For many of them this was the first experience with extended, authentic
texts. The general expectation for using the computers and the Internet was that
students would work with as many Spanish sites as possible. They were not,
however, explicitly prohibited from using English sites.
The authentic and highly elaborated texts available online were, in most
instances, above the level of the learners according to the ACTFL Proficiency
Guidelines (1999) that emphasize intermediate-mid learners are capable of
“understanding simple connected texts dealing with a variety of basic and social
needs. Such texts are still linguistically noncomplex and have a clear underlying
internal structure.”
Similar to many students during the first inquiry cycle, Heather found the
task of reading websites totally in Spanish imposing. She recalled that, “The first
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[cycle] was a little bit more intimidating because we hadn’t done it before”
(Second Interview, p. 5). To research and complete her first inquiry project,
Heather reviewed approximately 25 websites, with about 50 percent being in
Spanish (Self-Assessment 1). Some of the Spanish websites that Heather accessed
were:
http://tematicos.com
http://cervantesvirtual.com
http://www.salvador-dali.org/esp/index.html
http://www.liceus.com
A screen shot from one of the web pages illustrates the complexity and
authenticity of the language contained on the sites.

Figure 2: Screen shot from http://www.liceus.com/cgi-bin/gba/20040.asp
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As the course progressed, rather than relying on English websites, Heather
learned to incorporate a variety of strategies (Oxford, 1990) and manage
ambiguity inherent in the Spanish web sites.
I started to figure out that it wasn’t as intimidating as I was afraid of. It
was easier to read all the things in Spanish. Usually, since I have chosen
the topic, I can get the general idea of what it’s about. Now, when I do
come across something that makes no sense to me, I’ll go to the translation
sites…. I can translate it and then figure out where I’m going with that.
Really, it’s easier than I thought it would be. I figured out I can get a
general idea even if I don’t necessarily understand every single word
[italics added] that they’re using (Second Interview, p. 5).
She further discovered that Google.com was capable of narrowing search topics to
particular languages, facilitating her searches for Spanish sites.
Since Google has the language, you can select what language you want to
narrow your search to. I usually do it in Spanish every time because that
forces you to read and really understand what you’re looking at (Second
Interview, p. 3).
Although strategy training was not overtly addressed in the course,
Heather found a way to adapt to her circumstances and use Spanish as much as
possible instead of reverting to English. She became skilled at locating pertinent
information for her projects in complex linguistic environments. Learning to
manage ambiguity better enabled Heather to access and handle authentic Spanish
texts.
Learning to Learn in a New Environment
Excluding examination days and presentation days, the class met in a
computer lab the entire semester. For a foreign language class, the lab presented a
novel learning environment with various strengths and weaknesses. Initially,
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Heather was concerned about meeting in the computer lab rather than a regular
classroom, “Really, at first, I didn’t think I was going to like it. When I found out
we were going to be in a computer lab, I was apprehensive about that” (Second
Interview, p. 1). As the course progressed, though, Heather became more
comfortable in the setting and started to realize how the lab contributed to a
positive learning environment by allowing for individualization. Her eventual
conclusion was that the computer lab was beneficial and pleasant.
Once we got in there I really liked it…. [The lab] gives you a chance to do
your own thing on your own computer, but at the same time be in a
classroom setting. I think it’s been really beneficial…. I think we prefer it
as opposed to the regular classroom setting (Second Interview, p. 1).
With constant computer access the Spanish class made frequent use of the
Internet and software capabilities. This increased access and reliance on electronic
media represented another change from traditional Spanish classrooms. On her
first course review Heather listed the software program as one of things she liked
about how the class was taught. Later, when asked in her second interview about
the use of computers and the Internet for learning Spanish Heather responded,
I really like using the software and the Internet…. Those really helped me
a lot, because then it’s more that just using your book…. I think
everybody else really likes it. Everybody that I’ve sat with and been
around hasn’t had any complaints about the computer or the software
really (p. 1).
Using the computer lab as a classroom for language learning allowed the
students to access additional linguistic and cultural resources beyond the teacher
and the textbook. However, the lab also had its drawbacks, as the computers and
Internet were a constant temptation. Heather admitted, “It does make it a little
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harder to concentrate. I mean, we’re all college students and we can pay attention,
but at the same time, the computers can be distracting [laughs]. That’s probably
the one negative thing about it” (Second Interview, p. 2).
Near the end of the semester in her final interview Heather was again
asked whether she thought that using the computers for inquiry projects had
helped her to learn Spanish. She remarked,
Yes, I think it definitely has. It keeps me more interested. It can provide so
many more resources beyond the book. You have the Internet and “El
Investigador” and those things. I think the computer is a big help (Third
Interview, p. 1).
Originally hesitant about holding Spanish class in a computer lab and
relying heavily on Internet materials, Heather ultimately adapted to her
surroundings and took advantage of the learning resources made possible through
the computers and the Internet.
Choice and Responsibility in Language Learning
One of the topics frequently discussed in Heather’s interviews was the
effects of personal choice in the class. Of particular interest was whether Heather
felt that being able to self-select many of the materials, resources, and activities
had contributed to language learning. On multiple occasions Heather emphasized
how being able to choose had resulted in personal motivation.
You let us research something that is more interesting to us. I’m more
prone to want to know what it’s saying. Instead of reading some boring
passage that I have no interest in, I can read about something that I do like
and make sure I understand what it’s saying…(Second Interview, p. 3).

176

With portions of the content and many of the activities being self-selected,
students were able to direct their own learning. The ability to choose ensured that
they could find a project that appealed to them. Sample slides of Heather’s
presentations illustrate the diversity and individual nature of her topics.

Figure 3: PowerPoint Slide from Heather’s First Inquiry Cycle

Figure 4: PowerPoint Slide from Heather’s Second Inquiry Cycle
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Figure 5: PowerPoint Slide from Heather’s Third Inquiry Cycle
The problematic aspect of students choosing their own projects though,
was that other students were often not interested in the same topics. Throughout
the semester the multiplicity of topics made it difficult for students to work
together since they shared little common vocabulary. Their most frequent solution
was to revert to English in order to relay information and communicate
efficiently. Moreover, the disinterest resulted in a lack of participation and
feedback during presentations. Heather acknowledged that some of the projects
did not hold her interest, “There were some, even today’s, that if you’re not
interested in Mexican food they’re not going to hold your attention as well”
(Third Interview, p. 5). Self-selection of topics, then, had both positive and
negative repercussions.
With increased choice, students were expected to assume additional
responsibility for their work, especially during the free time allotted to them.
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While some students struggled to effectively use their time and take responsibility
for their actions and their learning Heather responded well to the enlarged role of
the students in the student-centered classroom.
We’re there to learn. I think that’s the first and foremost thing…. It’s fun
in the environment that we’re in, but I do think our main purpose is to be
advancing ourselves [italics added] and not just sitting through a class
(Second Interview, p. 4).
As a follow-up question Heather was asked about whether she felt in
control of her learning in the inquiry-based class. She explained,
Yes, I really do. Actually, I have done better with this than I have with
other kinds of instruction where it’s really not up to you and every single
thing that you do is dictated by somebody else. I think that if I decide that
there is something that I do need more help with I can spend that free time
working on that if I need to (Second Interview, p. 4).
Heather was one of the most “on-task” students in the class. She
participated well in class discussions, grammar exercises, and pair and small
group work. She made continual efforts to use Spanish and develop quality
inquiry projects. Even Heather, though, had a few moments when she was not as
engaged and on-task as she could have been during free time. She confided, “I
was always doing my project, for the most part [laughs]” (Third Interview, p. 1).
The times when Heather was off-task generally involved her small group.
I get a little distracted with the group work sometimes only because we get
kind of goofy with it…. I think it’s nice that we can be more social with
each other, but I don’t think that’s anything that the instructor is doing
wrong. See what I’m saying? That’s kind of a discipline thing on my part
(Second Interview, p. 2).
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Providing students with choices, then, enabled them to research topics of
personal interest. The inclusion of the free time allowed them to work on
materials relevant to their projects and their language learning. With choices and
free time came increased expectations and responsibility. For learners like
Heather the added responsibility was acceptable and desirable.
Self-Awareness as a Mediation Tool for Learning
Throughout the course students had multiple opportunities to reflect on
their own learning. While many students documented their gains in terms of
vocabulary or grammar structures, some went beyond knowledge of the language
and culture and offered insights about their personal learning, demonstrating
increased self-awareness on various levels. Heather was one of the students that
recognized and expressed self-awareness on a number of issues including research
skills, language abilities, and the teaching methods of the course.
Reflecting on the first inquiry cycle Heather wrote that she thought the
inquiry cycles were a good and enjoyable way to learn and also that the cycle had
challenged her to learn and incorporate new vocabulary into her project (SelfReflection 1). She further commented on the need to concentrate on creating a
presentation that was interesting to the audience and a personal goal of locating
more detailed information in the second inquiry cycle. At the conclusion of the
second cycle, she responded to the question “What did you learn about yourself as
a learner?” with the following information:
I need to work on sentence and word variation. I tend to repeat certain
phrases over and over. On a positive note, I also learned that I really enjoy
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learning about Hispanic culture and history, ancient or modern (SelfAssessment 2).
Up to this point in the course, Heather’s reflections touched on language
learning, culture learning, learning with inquiry cycles, and areas where she
wanted to improve. Her epiphany came when she made the connection between
successful learning and personal investment.
I figured out that I learn a lot better through the way you’ve taught this
class than I have in the past. Being able to use the Spanish in your own
creative way, so to speak, with the project makes it more interesting…. I
think I’ve learned more that way (Third Interview, p. 2).
Equally important to her success in the class was the understanding that in a
student-centered learning environment the learners assume greater responsibility
for their own progression and development.
Our role is to work on our projects and stay focused and be self-reliant….
it was up to us to get things done…. If we need you, it’s our responsibility
to get your help (Third Interview, p. 3).
Heather was willing to assume the greater responsibility that accompanied the
greater freedom of the inquiry-based classroom. Her self-awareness and
understanding of the class contributed to a successful language learning
experience. Her developing self-awareness also helped her to function efficiently
in the classroom and explore the novel roles afforded by inquiry learning.
HEATHER’S ASSESSMENT OF THE CLASS
In her interviews, reflections, and course evaluations Heather frequently
discussed the activities of the class and her personal reactions to the teaching
methods. Importantly, she also commented on what other students in the class
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were doing thus shedding light on the actions of the students, their use of free
time, and their reactions to the course in general.
Choosing to Use Spanish or English
As evidenced in previous sections and chapters, one of my major concerns
during the entire course was the amount of English that the students were using in
class. When students participated in the teacher-centered activities, for the most
part they would respond in Spanish. With student-centered activities and during
“free” time, however, many students quickly reverted to English in order to
communicate with each other and also with me. I progressively increased the
amount of Spanish that I was speaking, particularly when interacting with
individuals or small groups. Not surprisingly, some students reciprocated by
increasing their use of Spanish. Others, though, were more resistant to speaking
the language. From Heather’s viewpoint, the use of English could be traced to
either laziness on the part of the students or to pragmatic concerns. It was simply
more efficient and effective to use English rather than spending time to figure out
how to say something in Spanish.
I think that part of it probably is that the things a lot of us are talking about
we don’t necessarily know how to say in Spanish and then we get kind of
lazy and don’t want to figure out how to do it, so we just say it in English.
We did make more of a concerted effort to use a little bit more Spanish,
but when you’re laughing and joking around I think it’s just partially
laziness. You don’t want to go and figure out, “How do I want to say this”
because by that time you’ve lost it and it’s not funny anymore. I think
that’s where a lot of the English comes from…(Third Interview, p. 4).
In discussing solutions to the problem of not using Spanish Heather
reflected on a previous class she had where the teacher required the students to
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speak only in Spanish for certain amounts of time. She also mentioned the
usefulness of the worksheets that contained key phrases and vocabulary, which
were distributed to the students. Rather than forcing students to speak in Spanish
in class, invitations and encouragement were extended. The relative use of
Spanish constituted a choice.
Free Time: Used or Abused?
An underlying hypothesis of the research project was that if students were
able to choose their own topics and projects they would be more motivated, feel
more responsible, and make a personal investment in their learning. A large part
of the inquiry-cycle intervention was modifying the curriculum so that students
not only had the opportunity to choose their own topics, but also the ability to
control one of their most precious resources: time. While a portion of each class
was regularly dedicated to grammar instruction, students also had large blocks of
free time each day. During free time students took control of their projects and
their learning. The expectations and responsibilities associated with the free time
were that students would work on the materials and activities that they needed to
further their knowledge and understanding of Spanish and increase their abilities
to use the language. The basic assumption was that students were sufficiently
familiar with their own strengths and weaknesses, their learning styles and
preferences, and their goals that they could self-select and self-direct many
important activities in the class (Schwarzer & Luke, 2001). Heightened
expectations and responsibility were counterbalanced with the promise of
individualization and maximization of in-class time.
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For Heather, one strength of having free time in class was that she could
do her “own thing” yet still have access to the teacher and the research assistant
for project and linguistic support.
I really enjoy it. I think it’s good to be able to work on the project while
you’re [the teacher] there and [the research assistant] is there. That way if
you need help right away, you can get it…. It has been beneficial because
it makes it more fun. You can kind of do your own thing…. Like I said
before, get help with it. You don’t do all this work and then figure out its
all wrong too late when you’ve got someone there who can help
you…(Second Interview, p. 4).
In addition to working on projects, free time was also useful for those
students who wanted to individually focus on certain aspects of the language that
were difficult for them. This option enabled the students who understood the
concepts to move forward while providing additional assistance for those who
desired more practice. Heather rarely needed supplemental instruction or
additional exercises, but she did like having the possibility to use the free time for
those purposes if she chose to. During her third interview she explained, “if I
decide that there is something that I do need more help with I can spend that free
time working on that if I need to” (p. 4).
When the inquiry-based course was originally designed one concern was
that students would waste, abuse, or mismanage such large blocks of free time. To
those who might object to giving students such control over their learning,
Heather defended the appropriate use of free time.
I don’t think it’s a waste of time at all. I think it would be easy for [others]
to think that if they weren’t there to see what we do with the time. They
probably just assume that it’s just college students; they’re going to goof
around and not do anything. But if they were to actually come see how
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productive people really are during that free time…. I would encourage
them to do that because I think that would change a lot of people’s minds,
that we can stay focused and do our own thing during free time…. I think
everybody was pretty productive. I didn’t see anyone who hadn’t done
anything for days and days at a time and was way behind (Third Interview,
p. 4).
Furthermore, she compared the activity of the teacher in the inquiry-based class
with a more traditional, lecture-based course.
I actually think it’s more of a cop-out for somebody to stand up and
lecture the whole time because you’re not interacting with your students as
much when you do that. I think we got more interaction with you during
our free time, as far as individually, than when we’d be going over
grammar and things like that. It’s not like you wouldn’t be doing anything.
You were walking around, talking to people and just keeping everything
under control (Third Interview, p. 4).
The free time associated with the inquiry cycles proved to be a valuable
component of the class for Heather. The time was properly used to further her
learning and develop her projects. Unfortunately, not all of the students in the
class were as conscientious about using their time well, which is often a struggle
in student-centered, constructivist classes (Krajcik et al., 1998; Polman, 2000).
Reactions to the Class
For the most part Heather had a positive experience in class. She enjoyed
working on the computers, having free time to personalize her learning, and
working on projects that she had self-selected. Moreover, she was pleased with
the progress she had made in expanding her knowledge of the culture and
language. She explained what she liked about the class in her second interview:
I really like the way we do grammar. I also like how you give us time to
work on our cycles, by coming around and seeing if anybody needs help,
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things like that. I like the group stuff, as I said. I’m not as good with that
but I do like doing it (p. 2).
Heather’s chief concerns with the class were centered on the amount of
time dedicated to grammar and vocabulary. On her first course review she
indicated that the thing she disliked most about the class was that there was not
sufficient time spent on grammar practice (Course Review 1). Furthermore, she
felt that speaking was not emphasized enough (Course Review 1) and that there
was unsatisfactory review of vocabulary (Course Review 2). Thus while she liked
the way in which grammar was presented (see quote above) she felt that more
time needed to be devoted to grammar and vocabulary instruction.
In spite of her concerns, her overall evaluation of the course was
optimistic.
I had a lot of fun in this class. I think that’s obvious. I made some new
friends and brought more out of this experience than I have in any of the
other [Spanish] classes (Third Interview, p. 2).
Her final comments were “The methods used in this class helped make the
Spanish language more fun to learn and comprehend,” and “I had a blast” (Course
Review 3).
CONCLUSION
Heather entered the course with a moderate background in Spanish,
having taken three years of high school Spanish and one semester at another
university. In her prior language learning experiences Heather experienced a
variety of methods and approaches, some which she preferred to others. This
course, however, was quite different from anything she had previously
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encountered in a language class. For Heather, the Inquiry Cycle approach proved
to be personally fulfilling and beneficial in increasing her knowledge of the
Spanish language and culture. Heather thrived in an academic environment where
she was more in-control of and responsible for her learning. The course provided
enough structure to keep her on track with her projects and language learning and
sufficient flexibility to enable her to explore her own topics and interests and
tailor the learning experience to her own needs.
JENNIFER
RATIONALE
Jennifer is a self-proclaimed “hands-on” learner. In contrast with Heather
and Alexis, who had years of exposure to Spanish in high school, Jennifer only
had 8 months of Spanish prior to the inquiry-based class. All of her languagelearning experiences came at the college level and most were predominantly
negative. In elementary school Jennifer was diagnosed with a learning disability.
However, approximately four years ago, she was reassessed and diagnosed with
Attention Deficit Disorder, which she believes to be the more accurate diagnosis
(Personal Communication, December 3, 2003).
Jennifer entered the class with serious self-doubts about whether she could
succeed in, or even pass, her final required Spanish course. The inquiry-based
class, though, appealed to Jennifer’s learning style and she became motivated
about learning Spanish. She was selected as a case study for a number of reasons.
First, she was unique in that she had much less exposure to Spanish than most of
the other students. Second, she made substantial relative growth (i.e. personal
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growth not measured against other students in the class but against herself).
Finally, Jennifer’s case illustrates how the approach might appeal to and benefit
learners with different styles and needs. Jennifer’s linguistic and educational gains
highlight a few more of the potential outcomes for inquiry learning environments.
LANGUAGE LEARNING BACKGROUND
Jennifer is in her junior year. She is majoring in Telecommunications with
a production option and a multimedia emphasis. In her self-report data collected
at the beginning of the semester Jennifer indicated that she was somewhat
confident when it came to reading and writing Spanish, but not very confident in
speaking or listening to Spanish. Her goals for the course were to learn and
incorporate more useful vocabulary into her repertoire and to gain confidence in
her speaking ability (Data Sheet).
Jennifer’s language background and previous experiences with Spanish
were quite different from most of the students in the class in that she had never
had any language courses until college. In fact, her formal study of Spanish only
started during the past summer, giving her a total of 8 months of language study.
The first two courses she took were offered back-to-back in the summer for 5
weeks each. The intensive classes met five days a week for two and a half hours
per day. Jennifer explained that the instructor attempted to include interactive
exercises but that “really it was just the textbook” (First Interview, p. 2). She
elaborated in her description of a typical day.
Basically we would come to class, and sometimes, if we were asked to
read the chapter we might have a short quiz about what we read to see if
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we did our homework or not. And then he would go through a summary of
what was included in the chapter and then we would get into partners.
After he got done explaining each section you would work through the
practice examples with a partner or in a group (First Interview, p. 3).
In addition to having to master large amounts of information in a short
period of time, a conflict surfaced in terms of Jennifer’s learning style and the
methods and materials of the courses. For Jennifer, a self-proclaimed audio-visual
and hands-on learner, the exercises of the textbook, which comprised the bulk of
instruction, were not sufficiently engaging or interactive. Fortunately, the text had
a variety of ancillary materials including a detailed website with various audiovisual resources and interactive practice exercises. The website quickly became
Jennifer’s preferred resource for learning Spanish, so much so that she continued
to access the site in her subsequent Spanish classes. Relying heavily on the webbased materials, Jennifer succeeded in passing her first two courses in Spanish.
The brevity and intensity of the experience, though, left her feeling unprepared for
ensuing courses.
It was a little over nine weeks to take my first two Spanish classes, so I
don’t really feel like I had [pause] I mean I did the best I could of course,
but I don’t feel like I had a really strong foundation to build on. I kind of
built my foundation on sand, because it was so temporary. Everything had
to be short-term memory (First Interview, p. 1).
The following fall semester Jennifer enrolled in her third Spanish class.
The class, which was highly didactic, lecture-based, and presented entirely in
Spanish proved to be extremely challenging and very unpleasant. When asked to
describe an average day Jennifer responded,
Hmmm, fear! [Laughs] Loathing. You’d come to class very scared first….
The majority of the class period he would lecture, basically. But it was all
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in Spanish. Sometimes he would do examples on the board, but mostly it
was lecture…. Not very much student interaction or practice, but mostly
just him lecturing…. I totally don’t feel like I learned anything from [my
third class] besides fear (First Interview, p. 3).
With just ten weeks of Spanish instruction, Jennifer found herself entirely
immersed in the language. The complexity of the linguistic environment coupled
with a lack of support was frustrating and detrimental to her learning. The role of
the students, according to Jennifer, was “submissive slaves…. You’d show up and
turn in your paper, and hope that he didn’t rip you too hard” (First Interview, p.
4). What Jennifer wanted, but did not receive, was some explanation of
assignments and grammar concepts in English. She commented,
It just bugged me that he would speak the whole hour and fifteen minutes
and lecture in Spanish and we would catch parts of it. But we weren’t
learning what we needed to be learning, and then we would get it marked
off on our compositions. And we were like “Ok, we need to know how to
do this right.” But it was never explained to us in English so we could then
understand in Spanish (First Interview, p. 4).
Struggling in the class, Jennifer turned to the website she had frequently
used during the summer for content assistance and practice exercises. Moreover,
she purchased an additional book, which she referred to as, “The Idiot’s Guide to
Teaching Yourself Spanish.” With self-instruction from the website and her new
text Jennifer somehow managed to pass the class.
I would just go to class, in one ear and out the other, and then go home
and instruct myself with the Idiot’s Guide. And that’s how I got
through…not by anything we learned in class (First Interview, p. 7).
With three Spanish classes completed and one more necessary to fulfill the
departmental mandate for language study Jennifer signed up for fourth-semester
Spanish. Originally, she was not enrolled in the inquiry-based class, but stumbled
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upon it unexpectedly. Shortly after the beginning of the spring semester Jennifer
ran into a fellow Telecommunications major who had been in her last Spanish
class. As they briefly discussed their class schedules Jennifer mentioned in
passing her concern about not making it through the last requisite Spanish class.
Her friend, Mark, told her about the innovative Spanish class that he was taking
and Jennifer decided to transfer into the course (Third Interview). When she
joined the class she was very unsure about her abilities to use Spanish in
meaningful ways and she even questioned whether she was capable of learning
the language. Her previous experiences in college Spanish classes had left her
frustrated and disillusioned, but she was willing to experiment with a novel
approach to learning Spanish. In the inquiry-based class, with invitations to
investigate self-selected topics through the audio and visually rich world of the
Internet, Jennifer found connections with her major, her interests, and her learning
style that facilitating her acquisition of the Spanish language and culture.
LINGUISTIC AND EDUCATIONAL GAINS
Jennifer had a unique outlook and approach to the class. While she was
concerned about developing her skills in Spanish she was particularly interested
in learning vocabulary that related to her major and that was of personal interest.
She expressed in course reviews and interviews that she wanted to be able to
discuss her opinions and her beliefs in Spanish. A particular area where Jennifer
demonstrated dramatic improvement during the course was in her willingness and
determination to interact with Spanish materials above her proficiency level in
order to learn exactly what she wanted to learn. More than any other student,
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Jennifer took her learning outside of the classroom. She showed noticeable gains
in personalized vocabulary expansion, less-reliance on translation, mediating
learning with writing, and self-confidence in speaking. Furthermore, Jennifer
made important connections between Spanish and other disciplines (her major in
particular), she developed a greater understanding for how choice and
responsibility work can work together to motivate learning, and her heightened
self-awareness added to her success and confidence in her own ability to learn
another language.
Learning Outside of the Classroom
Learning a foreign language is a complex and time consuming process.
Whether an individual learns the language well depends on a number of
situational and personal factors (Lightbown & Spada, 1999). Generally speaking
the more motivated and dedicated the individual the more successful they will be
in learning. Jennifer expressed a genuine desire to learn Spanish and improve her
skills, but during the first inquiry cycle she did not put in much effort outside of
class other than practicing with a few Spanish websites. Her reaction at the
conclusion of the first inquiry cycle was “Not happy with my presentation. Very
frustrating” (Self-Reflection 1). The experience caused Jennifer to reflect on her
learning and set some new goals for finding more ways to use and interact with
Spanish outside of the classroom.
During the next six weeks of the second inquiry cycle Jennifer found a
multitude of ways to work on Spanish outside of class. One of the first successes
of the cycle that she enthusiastically listed in her reflection was getting invited to
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dinner at a friend’s grandparents who were from the Dominican Republic (which
happened to be the broad topic of her project). Furthermore, Jennifer reported that
the activities outside of class she focused on to improve her learning included:
completion of all pertinent exercises in the textbook, practice with the Internet site
“StudySpanish.com,” reading a number of web sites in Spanish, and
experimenting with Spanish web searches and search engines in general (SelfAssessment 2).
In addition to the learning activities beyond the classroom Jennifer also
participated in various real world experiences with Spanish. She had numerous
opportunities to converse with a native Spanish-speaking friend and her mother,
both of whom were from the Dominican Republic. She surfed “fun websites in
Spanish, ” watched a Spanish soap opera and a morning talk show, and talked to
herself in Spanish (Self-Assessment 2). Finally, on the side of the assessment
sheet she emphatically wrote “Ah! I downloaded a Spanish song ‘Fotografia’ and
I actually LOVE it!” (Self-Assessment 2).
Initially hesitant about her skills and abilities in Spanish, Jennifer
progressed to the point where she was willing accessing complex materials and
interacting with Spanish inside and outside of the classroom. She made language
learning personally meaningful and enriching.
Personalized Vocabulary Expansion
In addition to learning the common vocabulary of the course, Jennifer
made concerted efforts to learn and incorporate new vocabulary that pertained to
her projects, her major, and her personal interests A few examples include:
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productor (producer), cineasta (filmmaker), crítica (critique), logros
(achievements), director (director), Red Mundial (World Wide Web), and inicio
(home as used on the Internet).
During the research portion of each cycle students were given web sheets
to document their online materials and activities. The web sheet had spaces for
listing new vocabulary and grammar concepts found in the particular site as well
as an area for students to compose a brief summary of the webpage. Jennifer’s
web sheets frequently listed 8-15 new words, many of which she conscientiously
incorporated into the summary of the site. The incorporation of the new
vocabulary was readily apparent since Jennifer underlined the new words as she
included them.

Figure 6: Sample Web Sheet
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Jennifer spoke at length in her second interview about the importance of
making connections to her major and learning vocabulary that was meaningful to
her.
Here I am, a typical American student in Tcomm. I’m interested in film.
I’m interested in PETA [People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals] and
different organizations like that…. Where I feel like I’ve had the most
growth has been researching those things in Spanish. You know, learning
how to say, “Don’t eat hamburgers. You’re killing the cows” in Spanish,
because that’s something that I could put to real life practice…. Right now
my main goal is fluency in the language and what that means is taking
something that I’m going to use every day and putting it into practice in
Spanish (p. 5).
Besides focusing on vocabulary that she could use to discuss topics that were
important to her, Jennifer made numerous connections between what she was
studying in Spanish class and her other classes at the university.
I took a lot more time outside of class, like personal time, to read the
websites in Spanish and research this guy that I’m doing my presentation
on. It also fed into my [Telecommunications classes]. That helped me get
ideas for my projects in those classes and helped me develop my
vocabulary in my field [italics added]. If I want to know how to say
telecommunications, am/fm radio and short-wave radio then I can apply
that (Second Interview, p. 6).
For Jennifer, the inquiry cycles were an opportunity to individualize
learning and focus on the structures and vocabulary that would be applicable to
situations that were meaningful to her. This personalized vocabulary expansion is
captured in two of the National Standards in Foreign Language Education Project
(1999). Standard 3.1 in “Connections” states that, “Students reinforce and further
their knowledge of other disciplines through the foreign language,” (p. 9) and
Standard 5.2 of “Communities” reads, “Students show evidence of becoming life195

long learners by using the language for personal enjoyment and enrichment
[italics added]” (p. 9). Above and beyond the common components and
vocabulary of the class, Jennifer expanded her useable vocabulary on a personal
level, demonstrating connections to other disciplines and a concern with life-long
learning.
Less Reliance on Translation
Jennifer came to the inquiry-based Spanish class with reservations about
her ability to learn and effectively use the language both in speaking and writing.
When she started the class she had been studying the language for only a few
months. Another area where she demonstrated a discernible linguistic gain
throughout the semester was in her decreased reliance on translation in her
writing. For each of the research projects students completed a number of
worksheets based on the various phases of the Inquiry Cycle. One of the first
sheets required students to list possible topics and possible inquiry questions.
On the first inquiry cycle Jennifer wrote five research questions. As noted
in Figure 7 each question was first composed in English and below it was a word
for word translation in Spanish. A shift away from translation, though, started to
appear at the end of the first inquiry cycle when Jennifer wrote, “Even though
using the Web for topic research and practice I didn’t feel the urge (or need) to
utilize an Internet translation site. I think that is great” (Self-Reflection 1).
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Figure 7: Jennifer’s Questions for Inquiry Cycle 1
A few weeks later, at the beginning of the second cycle, another subtle
change was noted in Jennifer’s question writing. For the second cycle, Jennifer
composed three questions, but this time the questions were written first in Spanish
and then below the Spanish were English equivalents.

Figure 8: Jennifer’s Questions for Inquiry Cycle 2
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Finally, on the third inquiry cycle Jennifer again generated five possible inquiry
questions, all of which were written only in Spanish.

Figure 9: Jennifer’s Questions for Inquiry Cycle 3
The three sets of inquiry questions demonstrate how Jennifer relied less on
translation as the course progressed. Initially much of her work was done in
English and then translated into Spanish. By the end of the semester, though, she
had decreased her reliance on word for word translation and wrote many activities
and exercises entirely in Spanish without having to translate.
Mediating Learning with Writing
A related development was how Jennifer used writing, both in English and
Spanish, to mediate her learning. In elaborating on Vygotsky’s theories regarding
mediation, Lantolf explained,
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Vygotsky reasoned that symbolic tools empower humans to organize and
control such mental processes as voluntary attention, logical problemsolving, planning and evaluation, voluntary memory, and voluntary
learning… Symbolic tools are the means through which humans are able
to organize and maintain control over the self and its mental, and even
physical, activity (1994, p. 418)
Throughout the semester Jennifer frequently made comments and annotations to
herself on her inquiry packet worksheets. The first few annotations were written
in English. As the course progressed, the composition of the annotations became a
mixture of Spanish and English, and eventually some of the notes were
completely in Spanish. It is important to note that the annotations were not
random in nature. There is evidence that the writing reflected inner dialogues
concerning language development that Jennifer later incorporated into her work.
The process of working on the inquiry projects afforded her the opportunity to
reflect on and put into writing her questions and discoveries about the Spanish
language.
The samples below were taken from the web sheets that Jennifer
completed while working on the first inquiry cycle. They are presented here
exactly as they were written on the sheets, including the symbols. The numbers
have been added to facilitate discussion.
1. May a sentence begin w/the word: Tambien?
2. “Lot” as adv. Æ “a lot” = mucho!
3. Is there a way to say My “half” of the room, etc.?
4. When talking about an “it” how should I word it? Æ It includes =
incluye?
5. I was unsure of a term for “Underground”…clandestino?
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6. Use “tienes” in place of incluye, possibly
7. “Los dos” or “ambos” is a way of saying “Both!”
While some of the annotations deal with purely lexical concerns (e.g. 2, 5, & 7),
others are focused on the grammar and syntax of the language (e.g. 1, 4, & 6).
Additionally, the writing reflects a process of posing questions and then
answering or attempting to answer those questions (e.g. 1, 3, 4, & 5).
In the second inquiry cycle, there is evidence that Jennifer made a
conscientious effort to learn the vocabulary and understand the concepts brought
up in her initial annotations. On one of the web sheets of the second cycle Jennifer
wrote, “Contenido muchos directories y buscadores… Tambien guias de viaje, del
tiempo….” The underlined terms (which were underlined by Jennifer) relate back
to her questions and discoveries of the language (refer to excerpts 1 & 2 above).
The annotations, then, helped to mediate Jennifer’s understanding and
development of the language. Even though the majority of these parenthetical
annotations were written in both English and Spanish (rather than entirely in
Spanish), the combination of the languages enabled Jennifer to successfully
manage learning tasks, explore Spanish, and increase her comprehension and
usage of the language.
Self-Confidence in Speaking
With only 8 months of language learning experience, Jennifer’s
opportunities to communicate orally in Spanish were limited. Early in the course
Jennifer juxtaposed her limited speaking abilities with a personal goal of
eventually being able to speak fluently and confidently in Spanish. Even though
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fluency was not attained in this course Jennifer did increase her self-confidence
and the amount of Spanish she used in class. In the first cycle she estimated that
she used Spanish only 25 percent of the time (Self-Assessment 1). In her
reflection Jennifer commented, “I am a nervous person. I don’t like how nerves
control my ability to portray information and speak. Just basically my anxiety
levels with presenting! Grrr!” Then, in the section on what she would change, she
wrote “I need to gain confidence in my presenting!! I want to keep including new
and interesting vocab. Speaking my assignment in practice at home” (SelfReflection 1).
Jennifer’s use of Spanish started to improve during the second inquiry
cycle. At the conclusion of the second inquiry cycle, in her self-assessment guide
she remarked, “I was still too nervous! (a bit better than last time). Nerves slightly
improved over last time. Practice.” Throughout the second inquiry cycle she
estimated that her use of Spanish was about 50 percent (Self-Assessment 2). Field
notes from the research assistant substantiate and clarify the approximately equal
use of both Spanish and English. Regarding Jennifer’s language use Heidi
commented, “Does some research, sites in Spanish and English…off topic
conversation in English” (Field Note 9), “Answers in Spanish, making notes in
book about endings, reviewing the preterit and imperfect” (Field Note 10), “Ontask in Spanish” (Field Note 11), “Working well on project, gathering materials,
preparing presentation, sites are in Spanish, using multiple sources” (Field Note
12), and “On task with appropriate materials, extended conversation…mostly
English” (Field Note 15).
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Another indicator of Jennifer’s developing confidence in speaking was
derived from her three inquiry presentations. Her first presentation was a
PowerPoint slideshow comprised of six slides and a script of approximately 300
words. The second presentation contained 13 slides and a script of over 600
words. Her final presentation, a joint effort with Doug, was 33 slides. Both
Jennifer and Doug spoke extensively during the presentation that lasted more than
15 minutes, although they did occasionally use English to clarify the information
for the rest of the class (Field Note 30).
In her third interview, Jennifer was asked what she had learned about
herself during the course. Her reply provided added evidence of her increased
confidence with the language. She said,
I would just say about myself, specifically, that I can learn a foreign
language…. Coming into the class I was like, “Ok, I’m getting ready to
take my 202 level. I don’t know if I can do this…This Spanish thing just is
not working out.” This class kind of restored faith in my ability to learn a
foreign language and that it’s ok to make mistakes and to say something
out of context or incorrectly as long as you’re going back and you’re
doing more to correct yourself for next time (p. 2)
A final indicator of Jennifer’s progress came from the Foreign Language
Classroom Anxiety Scale (Horwitz et al., 1986) which was administered at the
beginning of the course and then again at the end of the semester. On most items
(25 out of 33) Jennifer’s responses indicated that there was a mild to moderate
lessening of anxiety in the foreign language class. On four items, there was a
dramatic change. During the course of the project Jennifer’s responses on Item 4,
“It frightens me when I don’t understand what the teacher is saying in the foreign
language,” Item 21, “The more I study for a language test, the more confused I
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get,” and Item 29, “I get nervous when I don’t understand every word the
language teacher says” changed from “Strongly Agree” to “Disagree.”
Furthermore, Jennifer originally marked “Strongly Agree” on Item 3, “I tremble
when I know that I’m going to be called on in language class” (Horwitz et al.,
1986, p. 129), but at the end of the course her response was “Strongly Disagree.”
Jennifer never got to the point where she used Spanish 100 percent of the
time in class. In fact, her overall use of Spanish for the entire course was probably
around 50 percent. Moreover, when the course concluded she was still somewhat
apprehensive about speaking in front of others in Spanish and her proficiency
level at the end of the semester was below that of many of the other students in
the class. However, the progress she made relative to where she was when she
started the class was significant.
Jennifer made improvements in a number of linguistic areas including
increased self-confidence in speaking, personalized vocabulary development, and
less-reliance on translation. Furthermore, she mediated herself through her
writing, worked with complex materials both in and out of the classroom, and
sought opportunities outside of class to practice and improve her Spanish.
Connections to Other Disciplines
Making connections between the foreign language and other disciplines is
one of the goals outlined by the National Standards in Foreign Language
Education Project (1999). As previously mentioned, Jennifer made concerted
efforts to connect her language learning with other coursework and important
issues in her life. She was quite successful in building associations and links
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between Spanish and other academic work. When asked about making
connections to her field through relevant projects and vocabulary Jennifer
commented,
Definitely the ones that overlap my field of study are good because it’s
double practice, really. Any time that I’m thinking about my one subject in
Spanish I’m thinking about how it applies to my communications class.
And when I’m in my communications class I’m thinking, Ok, we’ll go to
this website that I found in Spanish that’s information is pertinent and
relevant and I can go back and forth between them constantly thinking of
all the tie-ins (Second Interview, p. 5).
Later in the same interview Jennifer again reiterated how Spanish class was linked
to other academic areas, “It also fed into my [Telecommunications classes]. That
helped me get ideas for my projects in those classes and helped me develop my
vocabulary in my field” (Second Interview, p. 6).
At the end of the semester Jennifer stressed again how learning with
inquiry projects had been beneficial outside of the classroom. Responding to the
question “Has using inquiry cycles helped you to learn Spanish?” she wrote,
“Yes, for other classes and personal endeavors as well [italics added” (Course
Review 3).
Choice, Responsibility, and Motivation
According to Jennifer, one of the strengths of the inquiry-based Spanish
class was the ability for students to self-select their inquiry topics and many of
their learning activities. The projects further allowed students to work at their own
pace. Jennifer explained, “The lesson is catered to your interests and at the same
time your speed. You basically choose what you’re going to do your presentation
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over and you choose what websites you want to research” (Second Interview, p.
1). When students were invited to make responsible choices their motivation to
study and develop quality projects was enhanced. Jennifer explained how choice
affected her motivation.
A student is more apt to learn and more apt to study and to want to learn if
they can make it about whatever they want. Whether it’s about midgets
like one guy in our class or filmmakers or the price of rice in China.
You’re more apt to do the research and do the homework if you’re
enjoying yourself and if you’re increasing your knowledge in an area that
you want to put time in anyway…(Third Interview, p. 1).
In a way, the openness of the inquiry class shocked Jennifer, whose prior
language classes had been very structured. She briefly discussed how she was
accustomed to more liberties in higher-level courses.
I associate higher-level classes with more freedom to expand in your own
directions. More freedom in general because you have a base. You can
shoot off in whatever direction you want to go. It [the Spanish class] kind
of surprised me… by doing that as well as by letting me focus on a subject
that I wanted to focus on while staying within the requirements of the
textbook and the tests and the quizzes and such (Third Interview, p. 3).
The inquiry-based class helped solidify Jennifer’s beliefs about choice,
responsibility, and motivation. She found herself in an environment, much like
many of her other classes, where she was given many options and expected to
devise appropriate materials and projects.
Self-Awareness
The inquiry-based class also enabled Jennifer to understand herself better
as a language learner and the openness of the approach fostered a hands-on
learning environment where she was able to be successful. There were two
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primary means for students to engage in self-reflection and self-assessment: a
reflection sheet and a self-assessment guide, both of which were completed at the
end of each inquiry cycle. Throughout the course Jennifer reflected on areas she
wanted and needed to improve. At the conclusion of the first inquiry cycle she
wrote, “I need to gain confidence in my presenting!! I want to keep including new
& interesting vocab,” and “I don’t like how nerves control my ability to portray
information” (Self-Reflection 1). Realizing some of her own personal difficulties,
Jennifer set goals to work on problematic areas by practicing at home, working
with additional Spanish websites, and working on grammar and conjugations
(Self-Reflection 1).
When the second inquiry cycle came to an end, Jennifer again reflected on
her work. She commented that she had had difficulty in maintaining interest and
focus on her topic, that she still needed supplementary practice outside of class,
and that she was resolved to improve and refine her web searches (Self-Reflection
2). On a more positive note, Jennifer realized that the addition of visual aids into
her projects was helpful in guiding her speech during presentations. She wrote, “I
like using pictures to help portray my speech” (Self-Reflection 2). Additional
insight about what Jennifer was learning about herself came from her selfassessment guide. Elaborating on interest and focus she commented, “Keeping my
attention is crucial – so ‘fun’ activities have to be equally peppered in w/my
learnspanish.com or software learning! Patience w/myself + allotment for extra
time” (Self-Assessment 2).
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These moments of reflection and critique culminated in Jennifer’s final
interview. When asked what she had learned about herself during the inquirybased Spanish class she explained,
I would just say about myself, specifically, that I can learn a foreign
language…. I was really beginning to think that I just wasn’t going to be
able to learn it or that I was just going to have to go some other route. It
was becoming a big worry…. I had a lot of self-defeat and so I guess
that’s the main thing I learned about myself (Third Interview, p. 2).
The environment of the class was conducive to self-reflection, selfassessment, and the development of self-awareness as a language learner. During
the semester Jennifer was often constructively critical of herself. She was
conscientious about her learning and constantly set goals to improve. Her selfawareness of her skills and abilities allowed her to focus on her strengths, remedy
some of her weaknesses, and achieve a measure of personal success in the class.
JENNIFER’S ASSESSMENT OF THE CLASS
During interviews there were multiple opportunities to discuss Jennifer’s
assessment of the course. She spoke extensively about her reactions to the class as
well as how she thought other students were responding and whether the learning
environment was benefiting her and the class as a whole.
A Need for Both Spanish and English
Unlike most of the students in the inquiry class, Jennifer did not enroll in
any Spanish classes in junior high or high school. Her academic exposure to the
language and culture began eight months prior to the research project. In the
Spanish class immediately preceding the inquiry-based class Jennifer found
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herself with an instructor that elected to only speak Spanish in the class. The
experience proved to be challenging and frustrating.
In contrast, both Spanish and English were used in the inquiry class.
Students were encouraged to speak in Spanish as much as possible but they were
not prohibited or punished for using English. English was used primarily to
clarify assignments and complex grammar concepts and explain processes
associated with the Inquiry Cycle approach. During her second interview, Jennifer
talked about the use of Spanish and English in the class.
I think that it’s important to concentrate on speaking Spanish. However,
the class is good as it is. One good thing is if you see mass confusion, you
clarify in English. If we have something to say and we’re like, “Crap, I
need to know this,” it’s important to be able to ask the question in English
and get your response either in English or in Spanish…. Being totally
restricted from speaking English would be detrimental to the learning
process, I think. However, a steady focus on speaking Spanish, I do
believe, is beneficial (Second Interview, p. 7).
Jennifer recognized the importance of utilizing Spanish in the classroom.
However, she appreciated being able to occasionally get clarification and
assistance in English without being reprimanded.
If there’s a concept that you don’t think that we are understanding when
you say it in Spanish, you give a little side note in English…. Or if we
know the answer to a question, you don’t stop us from talking if we slip
into English or if we have something to say and we just can’t think of how
to say it in Spanish and we say a few words in English. When we address
you in English, we don’t get cut off. And that’s a big help (Second
Interview, p. 2).
The relative amount of the native and target languages that could or should
be used in the classroom is debatable. There is a delicate balance between making
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sure that students understand enough to function properly and providing as much
target language input as possible. The inquiry-based class focused on Spanish, but
still used English. For some students, like Jennifer, access to English appeared to
be beneficial.
Free Time: Good for Me, but a Waste for Some of the Others
Nearly every day throughout the semester students were given a block of
free time to study Spanish and work on their inquiry projects. Jennifer talked
about how free time was actually a misnomer. She remarked, “It’s not necessarily
free time when we’re researching or even going to the studyspanish.com and
completing activities online. It’s free time, but it’s focused free time and you’re
accomplishing things [italics added]” (Third Interview, p. 3). While students
worked individually, in pairs, or in small groups, the instructor was actively
engaged in the teaching and learning process. The role, however, was much more
personal and individualized. For Jennifer, the free time was an opportune time for
one-on-one instruction with the teacher.
The instructor is there, answering questions…but on a personal level
instead of lecturing to a broad audience on one thing…. Or each student
going to him and saying, “I don’t understand how this translates in English
to Spanish.” Or, “why is this, this way?” Or, “Can you help me look up
information. I can’t find any information about this topic.” It is just more
personalized instruction (Third Interview, p. 3-4).
When free time was provided Jennifer made use of it either by working on
her inquiry projects, reviewing exercises in the textbook, or by working with
Spanish materials online. Heidi’s field notes provide numerous examples of how
Jennifer used her free time such as searching Spanish websites (Field Note 8),
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taking notes on grammar concepts (Field Note 10), gathering materials for
presentations (Field Note 12), working with online tutorials (Field Note 21),
interacting with the instructor (Field Note 22), developing projects with her
partner (Field Note 24), and working alone (Field Note 25).
While Jennifer tried to make the most of the free time to further her
knowledge and understanding she was aware of how some of the students around
her chose to use the time inappropriately. She designated students who used the
free time well as those who “appreciated” the class and the methods of instruction
and who had a “real desire” to learn.
I think that the students that really appreciate the class do use it [the free
time] wisely…. Students with a real desire to learn, and maybe it’s just
hands-on learners, but I would say that the ones that appreciate the class
are also the ones that really desire to learn and aren’t just taking it to meet
their foreign language requirement… I think they use their time wisely.
I’m positive that they do continue the research and the homework at home
(Second Interview, p. 4).
In a follow-up question, Jennifer was asked whether she thought there
were students in the class that did not appreciate the innovative teaching methods.
She responded that there were, and that the students who did not appreciate the
course and who wasted their time, were “the students who have attitudes in
general…. I don’t know how concerned they are with learning in classes as a
whole, not just the Spanish class, but period” (Second Interview, p. 5).
The problem from Jennifer’s viewpoint was not with the instructor or the
methods of the class. The problem was with unmotivated students who did not
have a desire to learn. Jennifer had a hard time understanding why some students
chose to waste time, especially time allotted to them in class to work on their
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projects. She continued to be quite critical of the students that she thought were
wasting time.
There are a couple specific students that I felt like saying, “Why don’t you
just not come to class? Why don’t you just drop it? How ‘bout them
apples?” They weren’t there to learn and that was just obvious. They made
it a waste of time. It was a waste of time for them, but it was a personal
choice (Third Interview, p. 4).
For Jennifer free time was a crucial component of the inquiry class. It
allowed students to individualize their learning and get one-on-one time with the
instructor. Unfortunately there were some students who elected to misuse their
free time. From Jennifer’s point of view this misuse was irresponsible and
wasteful.
Reactions to the Class
Jennifer had few complaints about the class. At the beginning of the
semester she was concerned that there was not enough practice and instruction on
web searching, particularly in a foreign language (Course Review 1). Another
recurrent concern was that during presentations many students did not pay
attention to the presenters (Third Interview). Jennifer also felt that the class could
have benefited from more interactivity (i.e. student to student, and student to
teacher), and that the teacher should have been stricter with students who were
off-task (Second Interview).
Overall, though, Jennifer enjoyed the inquiry-based class. The activities of
the class and the methods of instruction appealed to her-learning style, and the
openness of the class allowed her to progress at her own pace. Her satisfaction
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with the course was expressed on various occasions. An early example came from
the first course review at the end of the first inquiry cycle. In answering the
prompt “List three things that you like about the way this Spanish class is taught”
Jennifer wrote, “Computer-based learning!! (where our future is going). I am a
‘hands-on’ visual learner and this is the best way to accommodate my individual
needs and learning styles” (Course Review 1). Later, on the second course review
Jennifer described the methods of the class as “very effective” and “very
conducive to learning a foreign language” (Course Review 2). When asked to list
the things that she disliked about the course her comment was, “Truthfully there is
not much that I disagree with or dislike about this class” (Course Review 2).
In addition to the course reviews, Jennifer spoke about her reactions to the
class in her interviews. During the third interview she talked about how the class
had exceeded her expectations for a Spanish class.
I really enjoyed this class. It didn’t meet my expectations, because my
expectations were lower than where it took me, so that wouldn’t be
accurate to say. I just think it’s an effective teaching method, maybe not
for all students, but I’d say for a lot of them (p. 5).
Finally, Jennifer expressed how the class had empowered her and restored her
self-confidence. She wrote, “This class / atmosphere has restored my faith in my
ability to learn a language, which has been priceless” (Course Review 3).
CONCLUSION
When Jennifer started the inquiry-based course she was unsure about her
abilities to use or even to learn Spanish. Moreover, she was concerned that she
would not be able to meet the language requirement of her major. The inquiry212

based class provided an innovative environment where Jennifer could work at her
own pace, personalize her language learning, and make connections to her other
courses. Like Heather, Jennifer thrived in the more open and student-centered
class demonstrating improvements in a number of areas.
SUMMARY OF THE CASE STUDIES
All three case studies provide valuable information from students’
perspectives. Furthermore, the studies exemplify some of the potential outcomes
and drawbacks associated with inquiry learning in foreign language classes. The
case studies were included to answer the research questions regarding students’
actions, reactions, and learning outcomes and to allow the voices of the student
participants to be heard.
In concluding this chapter there are a number of cross-case comparisons
that merit mentioning. First is the value of students’ opinions and views. Each of
the case study participants, as well as the other interviewees and students in the
research project, had multiple opportunities to express their views on the class and
the methods of instruction, either positive or negative. In many instances, student
concerns led to the negotiation of the curriculum. Perhaps most importantly, the
voices of the students helped me to reflect on my own teaching and the direction
of the course. Some of the students’ views regarding the class changed quickly,
others more slowly, and some did not change. Some students liked the class and
others did not, but everyone had the chance to express their opinions and their
voices.
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The second comparison involves the strategic use of language resources.
In all three case studies there is evidence that students were conscientious about
using all of their linguistic resources strategically. For some students strategic use
meant more recurrence to English. For others it meant using online dictionaries
and supplemental learning activities. There were a number of ways that students
strategically used both languages on an individual and personal basis.
Third, all of the students exhibited a measure of self-assessment, selfreflection, and self-awareness. Students were aware of their strengths and
weaknesses. They were cognizant of the ways they used their free time. They
understood the strategies and learning activities that benefited them the most.
They knew when they were on-task and when they were off-task. For some, but
definitely not all, the awareness led to change, and improvement.
Fourth, one learning environment led to multiple outcomes and realities.
The openness and student-centered nature resulted in an experience that was
distinct for each student. Although there were common elements in the course, the
ability to choose ensured that the experience was unique for everyone. In terms of
language proficiency development and learning outcomes, there were many
successes and some failures as well.
Finally, throughout the project, and specifically in reviews and interviews
students demonstrated their trust in me as the teacher and the researcher of the
class. They opened themselves and shared their successes and failures. They told
me what they liked and disliked about the class. They talked about what worked
well and what did not. They trusted me to tell their stories and share their voices.
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Chapter 6: Emergent Themes
INTRODUCTION
As stated in the methodology chapter one of the principal goals of this
project was to “gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning for
those involved” (Merriam, 1998, p. 19). The first data analysis chapter contained
a chronological, descriptive account that traced the implementation of the
approach and documented critical moments involving the teacher-researcher and
the students. The second data analysis chapter presented three individual case
studies from students in the class. In the case studies students provided
information about the methods of instruction, the activities of the class, learning
outcomes, and perceptions and reactions. This chapter revisits and examines the
research questions by analyzing the emergent themes of the study. The data
embodied in the themes were derived from all of the sources of the research
project thus allowing for triangulation through multiple data sources (Denzin,
1970; Merriam, 1998).
During the course of the research project documents such as interviews,
anecdotal records, observation notes, course evaluations, critiques, and selfevaluations were transcribed, coded, and categorized thematically. The
construction and naming of the categories followed the guidelines outlined by
Merriam (1998) which state that: (a) categories should reflect the purpose of the
research, (b) categories should be exhaustive, (c) categories should be mutually
exclusive, (d) categories should be sensitizing, and (e) categories should be
conceptually congruent (p. 183-184).
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The implementation of an inquiry-based curriculum represented a
dramatic shift from the teaching methods and approaches normally utilized in
foreign language classrooms. To draw out and highlight salient differences and
tensions between “traditional” classes and the inquiry class the various emergent
themes are presented in and juxtaposed with these categories: (a) traditional
format and structure of foreign language classes, (b) traditional roles of the
teacher and students, (c) traditional use of language, and (d) traditional ownership
of content, materials, and activities. The following outline introduces the
emergent themes and illustrates the setup of the remainder of the chapter.
A. Traditional Format and Structure of Foreign Language Classes
1. I Need a Book
2. Learning from a New Perspective
B. Traditional Roles of the Teacher and Students
1. The Teacher as an Enforcer
2. Individualizing Instruction: Choice and Responsibility for
Adult Learners
C. Traditional Use of Language
1. Do We Speak Spanish in Spanish Class?
D. Traditional Ownership of Content, Materials, and Activities
1. Dislikes and Likes
2. Interest and Disinterest as Measures of Engagement
Some of the data used to document and support the emergent themes
appeared previously in other sections of the dissertation. This is particularly true
of various quotations offered by Alexis, Heather, and Jennifer, who served as case
studies. While mildly repetitive the inclusion of the quotes here is necessary to
situate the emergent themes within the broader unit of the entire class.
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TRADITIONAL FORMAT AND STRUCTURE OF FOREIGN LANGUAGE CLASSES
Traditional foreign language classes are those that are teacher-centered,
highly structured, and didactic in nature. Traditional classes derive their teaching
methods from transmission models of learning with an emphasis on drill-andpractice, imitation, and repetition. The most common resources in these learning
environments are the teacher and the textbook. While portions of the inquirybased Spanish class were more traditional in nature, the bulk of the course was
non-traditional. The subsequent themes document how the class dealt with the
innovativeness and uniqueness of the class.
I Need a Book
Many language learners, particularly adults, have strong opinions and
beliefs about how languages should be taught and learned and their conceptions or
misconceptions often impact the methods and outcomes of the class. Tarone and
Yule (1989) explain:
Some adult learners have quite powerful preconceptions about the form a
language learning experience should take. We simply cannot ignore the
fact that many learners are used to an educational setting in which teachers
overtly control the activities of the group in a relatively formal manner,
emphasize the memorization of grammatical rules and vocabulary, often
via mechanical procedures such as repetition and rote learning, administer
frequent achievement tests, and generally required their students to
maintain a passive and subordinate role. If students from such a
background are thrust into a much more informal setting in which the
teacher assumes a less authoritarian role, expects interactive group work
among students, does not encourage memorization or administer
achievement tests, and generally acts if students should be responsible for
their own learning, then they may feel that their teacher just doesn’t know
how to do the job properly (p. 9).
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According to Tarone and Yule, while some students may react favorably
to non-traditional methods that are more open and student-centered, others might
respond negatively. A frequently expressed concern is the lack of time for study
of the vocabulary, grammar, and structure of the language. Students in the
inquiry-based class had a variety of reactions to the novelty of the approach.
The mismatch between some students’ expectations for a language class
and the reality of the inquiry-based setting was evidenced in the call for a book
and the repeated request for more grammar practice and teacher-imposed
structure. Throughout the semester a few students expressed the desire to do more
work with the textbook, including vocabulary and grammar exercises.
At the end of the first inquiry cycle Samantha commented, “I would have
liked to spend more time on vocabulary” (Self-Reflection 1) and later she wrote,
“I wish we had more vocab tests and a little more time spent in the books”
(Course Review 3). Kristina and Mark made similar remarks, “I want more time
for grammar and vocabulary than the projects” (Mark, Self-Reflection 3) and “I
would have liked more attention to grammar via practice in class exercises”
(Kristina, Course Review 3). Megan suggested that the class might have benefited
from additional time with the text, “We could have done a little more book work”
(Course Review 3). Other anonymous examples from the end of the semester
include, “I wish we could have done a little more book work,” “More homework
and bookwork would help,” and “More stuff out of the book. I never realized how
much I like the book. I learn better from it” (Anonymous Evaluations). One
student even suggested increasing time with the text by decreasing the amount of
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free time spent on the computers, “Maybe not to rely so much on the Internet and
computers and maybe a little more on the text” (Anonymous Evaluations).
The students’ desire to work more with the textbook and have more time
for grammar and vocabulary is interesting when taken in context. It should be
reiterated that the class did have a textbook (Foerster et al., 2003); the same text
used in all of the other fourth-semester Spanish classes. Moreover, time was taken
on a daily basis for grammar explanations and practice. Anecdotal records of the
teacher-researcher indicate that, “Each day there is a grammatical focus. There are
a number of explanations and activities that are more traditional in nature”
(Anecdotal Records 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, & 9). Heidi’s observational data mention the use
of the textbook on fourteen separate occasions. Samples include, “[Professor] has
students open books to learn new vocabulary for describing people” (Field Note
2), “Grammar explanation from book” (Field Note 5), “Students read and answer
questions from activity in book” (Field Note 15), and “Using textbook to
complete practice exercises and review” (Field Note 27). What is more, the book
was always available as a resource for the students during the free time of the
class.
In requesting more textbook time, vocabulary, and grammar what was it
that students really wanted? Did students think that the text had superior materials
and activities than those of the class? Did they think that they were missing out on
grammar and vocabulary during the projects? Importantly, did the students want
the class to use a textbook or did they want a textbook-driven class? While the
questions are not entirely answerable, Tiffany’s statements help to provide a
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partial understanding. Responding to a prompt about the things she disliked about
the class, she wrote, “As much as I try to stay focused, I don’t. I need more
structure. I guess I’m just used to doing bookwork. I didn’t like it, but I’m used to
it” (Course Review 1). She later commented about the class, “It’s not very
organized – lack of structure” (Course Review 2). Tiffany’s reality parallels the
students described by Tarone and Yule: students with traditional language
learning backgrounds struggling with an innovative approach.
Perhaps the call for a book was really a call for a familiar environment
where students knew how to play the language learning game, where expectations
and roles were recognizable and clear, and where the teacher was responsible for
all of the teaching and learning. Substantiating the remarks of Tarone and Yule I
would assert that most students in foreign language classrooms are comfortable
and familiar with textbook exercises, memorization, repetition, and drill and
practice. For example, Tiffany “didn’t like it” but she was definitely “used to it.”
Besides familiarity, the textbook offers students validation of their learning.
Copious exercises accompanied by answers in the back of the book allow students
to gauge exactly what they know and do not know in terms of vocabulary and
grammar. It is easier to recognize the “learning” (Krashen, 1982) from a book
than the learning in a communicative or open-ended setting.
Repeated requests for supplemental vocabulary, grammar, and textbook
use, then, might simply have been requests for structure, familiarity, and
validation of learning. Although not necessarily pleased with previous bookwork
and teacher-directed learning many students were “used to it.” For most learners
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adjusting to the technological and methodological differences in the inquiry
classroom was not accomplished in an instant; it was a process.
Learning from a New Perspective
The inquiry-based class provided every student with a novel learning
experience and a new perspective on language learning. In spite of initial
misgivings and minor difficulties throughout the semester, nearly all of the
students indicated that the course met their expectations and that they preferred
learning with inquiry cycles to a more traditional class.
Responding to whether the class had met his expectations, Mark
commented, “I knew it would be challenging and review at the same time”
(Course Review 3). Alexis asserted that the concepts and materials covered in the
class were at the appropriate level, “We learned grammar and other concepts that
fit right into where we should be academically” (Course Review 3). As with other
Spanish classes, the inquiry class enabled students to focus on various language
skills. Kristina explained, “Conveying my research in Spanish form meant that I
had to improve my reading, speaking, and writing skills…It went beyond my
expectations due to format. I enjoyed the class more than I expected” (Course
Review 3). Although the format and activities of the class presented new learning
scenarios that were unanticipated, learners expressed satisfaction with the course.
Samantha wrote, “I liked it a lot. I actually thought it was more conducive to
learning than most Spanish classes” (Course Review 3) and Megan summarized,
“It was very new to me and the way I’ve been taught. But still, things were
understandable” (Course Review 3).
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On the final course review the students in the class were also asked
whether they would have preferred a more traditional class to the inquiry-based
one. To complete the reviews students provided a unique code instead of their
names. At the end of the semester, after grades had been turned in, the codes were
matched with students’ names. Thus the reviews were essentially anonymous
until the conclusion of the data collection. Responses largely indicated a
preference for the inquiry-based class. The subsequent remarks were taken from
Course Review 3, in response to the question “Would you have preferred to be
enrolled in a more ‘traditional’ Spanish class?”
My last two classes were traditional, but boring (Stephanie).
This was my fourth semester of Spanish and the 3 before were exactly the
same, so a change was nice (Adam).
At first yes, but now I reflect and realize that I’ve extended my vocabulary
(Megan).
No, they didn’t work for me (Jennifer).
No, traditional classes are rather boring (Heather).
No, I felt this was a nice, fresh change (Layla).
No, I like change. This was a good experience (Mark).
No, this class gave a new perspective (Justin).
In their interviews participants were asked to elaborate on the on the
inquiry class versus traditional classes. Mark’s comment was, “This is a new
experience for everybody so I’m liking it” (Second Interview, p. 2) and Justin
said, “I thought this class was really fun. I thought it was a good experience”
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(Third Interview p. 3). Alexis reflected on whether she would have preferred a
more traditional class.
I think it’s fun to sort of switch things up every once in a while. It isn’t fun
to do the same things every time…. It was sort of fun to have class where
we could expand upon our own ideas and it reached out to a different type
of learner sometimes, using the different intelligences…. I think we have
probably covered the things I would have learned in a traditional class. We
just covered them in a different way (Third Interview, p. 3).
Heather was emphatic about her predilection for the inquiry-based class.
She discussed that, “My other Spanish classes I think you would consider
traditional and I did not enjoy them much at all. And I had a lot of fun in this
class. I think that’s obvious. I made some new friends and brought more out of
this experience than I have in any of the other classes” (Third Interview, p. 3).
Lastly, Jennifer talked about how she had joined the inquiry-based class because
of the fact that it was not traditional, “I wouldn’t have preferred a traditional class.
I went to great measures to be switched out of the traditional class to this class;
that was my last hope” (Third Interview p. 3). The inquiry-based Spanish class
was an opportunity to learn with different methods and through a different
approach. Although not accustomed to the approach at the beginning of the
semester, students learned to function within the class and generally made
inquiry-learning a positive and beneficial experience.
TRADITIONAL ROLES OF THE TEACHER AND STUDENTS
For many years, the traditional role of the teacher in foreign language
classes was to be the all-knowing disseminator of information and that of the
students was passive receiver of information. Lee and VanPatten refer to these
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roles as the “Atlas Complex” (1995). According to them, “Authoritative
transmitter of knowledge and receptive vessels are the primary roles, respectively,
that instructors and students play in many traditional classrooms” (emphasis in
original, p. 4). Although the inquiry-based Spanish class offered students the
opportunity to assume and explore new roles some still expected the teacher to
overtly direct the class. Eventually, though, students came to realize that the class
provided them with valuable choices and they began to develop themselves as
self-regulating learners (Vygotsky, 1978).
The Teacher as an Enforcer
The inquiry-based Spanish class was designed as a student-centered
learning environment with many parts of the curriculum open to negotiation.
Additionally, students were invited to assume more responsibility and active
learning was emphasized. Students had ample opportunities for their views and
opinions to be expressed regarding class activities and instructional methods and
they were able to individualize their learning experience with the free time offered
during each class session. From within this open-ended environment an
unexpected theme emerged. A number of students wanted the teacher to assume a
more traditional, authoritative role in the class. The enforcer role related to a
variety of areas such as the amount of Spanish the students spoke, how students
interacted with the teacher and each other, and the regulation of free time.
First, the teacher was expected to act as an enforcer by making students
use Spanish in the classroom. In an anonymous course evaluation at the end of the
semester one student indicated that the primary weakness of the instructor was,
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“[He] didn’t enforce the use of Spanish” (Anonymous Evaluation). The assertion
is partially accurate. Students were expected to speak in Spanish as much as
possible and the teacher offered daily encouragement to do so. Furthermore, a
portion of the students’ participation grade was determined by their use of
Spanish in class (Course Syllabus). There were not, however, overt threats or
other means of enforcing the use of the language. Students were constantly
challenged and encouraged, but not forced.
Some students also expected the teacher to act as an enforcer during the
free time of the class. In her second interview Jennifer elaborated on the role of
the instructor during free time. According to her, “The free time is a really good
idea, but also to make sure that the student isn’t checking their email during the
time, that they use it responsibly” (Second Interview, p. 3). Multiple students
expressed this notion in their final anonymous course evaluations. The pertinent
remarks that appear in the sections on instructor weaknesses and suggestions for
improvement included, “Maybe a tad bit too nice to students who slack off,” “He
probably didn’t make us be serious enough at times,” “He should be more
assertive with slacking students” and “Be more strict” (Anonymous Evaluations).
As with the call for a book and increased structure, the students’ desire to have the
teacher serve as an enforcer may have stemmed from a mismatch in expectations
about the roles and responsibilities associated with inquiry learning environments.
Individualizing Instruction: Choice and Responsibility for Adult Learners
While a number of students expressed concerns about the teacher taking a
more authoritative role, most readily accepted their expanded roles in terms of
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individualizing instruction, assuming increased responsibility, and self-directing
learning. The open-ended, student-centered inquiry cycle approach provided
multiple opportunities for students to choose their learning materials and
activities, which resulted in a relatively independent learning environment. Many
students listed the independent atmosphere as one of the things they liked most
about the class. Tanya explained, “I like that each person can work on their own”
(Self-Reflection 1). Alexis wrote, “Like being able to learn at my own pace”
(Course Review 1). Some students found the class, specifically the free time, to be
extremely empowering. Near the end of the semester Erica reflected on the
inclusion of daily free time and wrote, “It gave me free reign as an adult to work
as I wished” (Course Review 3). Justin and Samantha expressed similar thoughts.
“It was liberating, and it made me feel that I was using my time more efficiently”
(Justin, Course Review 3) and “It allowed us to think on own our and challenge
our minds” (Samantha, Course Review 3).
With options and choices, students were more capable of individualizing
the instruction and tailoring learning to their personal styles (Scarcella & Oxford,
1992; Shrum & Glisan, 2000), preferences, language learning strategies (Cohen,
1990; Oxford, 1990; Scarcella & Oxford, 1992), and needs. This went beyond
self-selecting topics and directing their own research. During free time students
were able to work on their projects, receive additional assistance, or further their
learning in other ways. The free time allowed them to choose what was most
effective and important to them at their stage in the learning process. Heather and
Justin both commented on being able to individualize the instruction. “You can
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kind of do your own thing, but it’s a little more guided” (Heather, Second
Interview, p. 4) and “You can look stuff up or different ways that you want to
learn it [italics added]” (Justin, Third Interview, p. 3).
Typical examples of what students would do during their free time
included reviewing the textbook, researching websites in order to develop their
presentations, constructing their projects, working with partners or small groups
on grammar concepts and speaking exercises, seeking additional assistance from
the teacher through supplemental activities, and accessing online Spanish tutorials
(Field Notes 5, 7, 9, 10, 11, & 13). A critical aspect of free time was that students
who needed or wanted supplemental instruction could receive it without taking
time from the rest of the class (Anecdotal Record 12; Field Note 11). To reiterate
Alexis’ position,
I think that it’s a great idea because it’s giving us a better chance for one
on one instruction and for peer help…. Or if you don’t understand a
certain concept, it helps to get that extra help. Plus, being able to do things
like that it isn’t taking the whole class’s time. Like, if there are only three
students that don’t understand a concept, then they can get together and
work on that concept while everyone else gets time to work on their
projects or the homework, or whatever it is that they choose to work on….
You get a better chance to learn what you’re not learning and everyone
else isn’t bored out of their minds, saying, “Duh, why don’t you get this?”
They get to work on something else (Alexis, Second Interview, p. 4-5).
In discussing activities of the class that were effective and beneficial,
Mark echoed Alexis’ remarks about seeking additional assistance with grammar
without detracting from the rest of the class. He explained, “If everybody is
working on their projects, you could go up there and learn about subjunctive verbs
or any type of grammar” (Second Interview, p. 1).
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With choice came additional responsibility to use time wisely, stay ontask, and self-direct many learning activities. Most of the students seemed to
understand and accept these added responsibilities.
It’s nice to have that extra time in class. I know I’m guaranteed, no matter
what. I have this set time in class to work on it. So, there’s no excuse to
not be completed. I like it a lot (Layla, Second Interview, p. 3).
I do think our main purpose is to be advancing ourselves and not just
sitting through a class (Heather, Second Interview, p. 4).
We are college students. We should be able to function on our own. Like I
said, we were instructed what to do with that free time (Alexis, Third
Interview, p. 4).
In spite of the fact that the course was comprised of college students, a
continuing concern was whether students would use the free time judiciously to
benefit their learning, or whether they would misuse and abuse the time allotted to
them. A related issue was whether they would learn to function effectively and
efficiently in an autonomous manner. The data below provide multiple
perspectives on the use of the free time.
Mark, who always sat in the back-left, had a vantage point where he could
look over almost the entire class. He felt that a number of students misused the
free time in class.
If I want to take a little break to think something over I’ll look around the
room…. I hear some people joking around. Or I’ll see someone searching
the Internet. I’ll see another one playing Solitaire or something. If I sit
back I can sort of see everything (Second Interview, p. 3).
Jennifer, who sat in the row in front of Mark, also believed that there were some
students abusing the system.
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There’re a couple specific students that I felt like saying, “Why don’t you
just not come to class? Why don’t you just drop it? How bout them
apples?” They weren’t there to learn and that was just obvious. They made
it a waste of time. So, it was a waste of time for them, but was a personal
choice (Third Interview, p. 4).
Alexis felt that the free time was used appropriately in most instances. She
noted that the students in her immediate local were generally on-task and working
hard. However, she was cognizant that a few students would sometimes be
engaged in off-task, inappropriate behavior.
I know the people that sit around me…we try and keep ourselves focused
on the projects. I do think that there are some people that are emailing
people and they’re doing more personal use, things that aren’t anything to
do with Spanish (Third Interview, p. 5).
Alexis further explained that she thought the less-effective use of time was related
to the first phase of the inquiry cycle and that once students had a concrete topic
the off-task behavior decreased.
I think once you get farther into the project people are working on their
projects, getting information, pictures and things. In the decision making
process, I think a lot of times people are just messing around on the
Internet (Second Interview, p. 3).
Beyond the self-assessments of the students themselves and the
perceptions of the interviewees, observational data from Heidi’s field notes
detailed a small number of infractions. Instances of off-task behavior included the
following: playing games (Field Notes 5, 7, & 19), Instant Messenger (Field Note
5), and sending email (Field Notes 7, 8, 12, & 19).
The majority of Heidi’s observations, though, demonstrated that students
worked efficiently during the free time portion of the class (e.g. Field Notes 8, 9,
10, 11, 12, 22, & 24). On course reviews, self-assessments, self-reflections, and
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interviews a number of students reported that they that consistently made good
use of the free time.
Every time that you said, “Ok, here’s your opportunity to work on
whatever,” I was always doing my project (Heather, Third Interview, p. 1).
I never get off the subject. If I have time to do it in class, I’ll do it. I
benefit from that (Mark, Second Interview, p. 3)
It wasn’t free time. I worked (Megan, Course Review 3).
It’s free time, but it’s focused free time and you’re accomplishing things
(Jennifer, Third Interview, p. 4).
In addition to speaking about themselves, interview participants were also
asked to comment on if they thought their fellow classmates were making
effective use of the free time afforded to them in class. Heather and Justin, who
normally sat next to each other in the back-right section of the class, maintained
that for the most part students did use the time well.
I think everybody was pretty productive. I didn’t see anyone who hadn’t
done anything for days and days at a time and was way behind (Heather,
Third Interview, p. 4).
From the people that I’ve talked to and that I’m around, it seems like it. It
seems like everybody that I’m around stays focused as much as they can
(Justin, Second Interview, p. 3).
Layla, who frequently sat in the front-right section of the class, also
thought that the free time was well used. She commented, “For the most part, I
think we get right to the point and work on our projects. I think the free time is
used wisely” (Second Interview, p. 3).
The format of the inquiry-based class afforded students new roles and
responsibilities. Whereas in the traditional classroom students are passive
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recipients of information, in the inquiry class they were active constructors of
knowledge. The options and choices inherent in the inquiry process facilitated the
individualization of instruction and students were able to direct their learning in
meaningful ways. With the increased freedom came increased responsibility. As
discussed above, the class was not perfect and there were cases of abuse and
down time, but by and large students used their time dependably.
TRADITIONAL USE OF LANGUAGE
For many years, studying a foreign language entailed dissecting,
analyzing, and memorizing bits and pieces of the target language. Instructional
methods were based on behaviorism and language learning was viewed as a
process of stimulus and response pairing. Behaviorist methodologies were
eventually replaced with more communicative approaches wherein the
meaningful use of the target language became the end goal of instruction. In order
to produce “native” speakers students had to be immersed in the target language
as much as possible. This frequently resulted in the elimination of students’ first
language and the sole use of the target language in the classroom. In the inquirybased class both languages were used, providing students with all of the linguistic
resources available to further their learning.
Do We Speak Spanish in Spanish Class?
The ideal and desired answer to the question “Do we speak Spanish in
Spanish class?” is yes. Realistically, the answer for many beginning and
intermediate level classes is sometimes. Perhaps more elucidating questions are:
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when do we speak Spanish, when do we speak English (the native language),
what is each language used for, and why? As discussed in other sections and
chapters there is an ongoing debate in FLE regarding the relative amounts of the
target language and the native language that should be used in foreign language
classes.
For students with lower proficiencies access to occasional English
probably was quite helpful in understanding the grammar concepts, the
vocabulary items, and the inquiry projects. Jennifer, a student with little
background experience with Spanish, stressed this point.
If there’s a concept that you don’t think that we are understanding when
you say it in Spanish, you give a little side note in English…. Or if we
know the answer to a question, you don’t stop us from talking if we slip
into English or if we have something to say and we just can’t think of how
to say it in Spanish and we say a few words in English. When we address
you in English, we don’t get cut off. And that’s a big help (Second
Interview, p. 2).
I think that it’s important to concentrate on speaking Spanish. However,
the class is good as it is. One good thing is if you see mass confusion, you
clarify in English…. Being totally restricted from speaking anything
English would be detrimental to the learning process, I think. However, a
steady focus on speaking Spanish, I do believe is beneficial (Second
Interview, p. 7).
In the inquiry-based class I decided that both languages would be used,
with priority and emphasis given to Spanish. Students were encouraged on a daily
basis to use Spanish as much as possible and only to revert to English when
absolutely necessary (Anecdotal Records 1, 2, & 4). Some students were more
attentive to the invitations than others. A sample of students’ Spanish language
use from the second inquiry cycle self-assessment reflects the range present in all
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three cycles. The self-reported percentage use of English/Spanish was: Adam
50/50, Alexis 40/60, Heather 25/75, Jennifer 50/50, Justin 75/25, Kristina 50/50,
Mark 30/70, Megan 95/5, and Tanya 20/80. The subsequent paragraphs examine
the use of Spanish and English in the inquiry-based classroom and attempt to
illustrate when students used each language and for what purposes.
Students listed a number of reasons why they sometimes elected to use
English instead of Spanish. The primary reasons were lack of knowledge,
laziness, frustration with Spanish, ease of use, necessity, and self-esteem.
I think that part of it probably is that the things a lot of us are talking about
we don’t necessarily know how to say in Spanish and then we get kind of
lazy and don’t want to figure out how to do it, so we just say it in English
(Heather, Third Interview, p. 4).
Laziness on the part of the students was mentioned on a number of
occasions. On her self-assessment Erica wrote that she often used English because
she was, “Being lazy and asking questions that I could most likely figure out how
to ask in Spanish” (Self-Assessment 1). Justin confessed that with group work,
“We kind of got lazy with it, so we didn’t use it [Spanish] as much” (Third
Interview, p. 3).
Besides lack of knowledge and laziness, frustration with the language
caused many students to revert to English. Reflecting on the third inquiry cycle
Samantha wrote, “Group communication in Spanish could become laborious and
frustrating at times when asking each other specific questions” (Self-Reflection
3). Alexis, who was a member of Samantha’s group, also explained,
There are times when it just gets frustrating. I know I think through it in
English first, then I translate into Spanish, then I have to say it in Spanish.
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So, sometimes when I want to say something when I have an idea right
now I don’t want to think through, “How do I say this in Spanish? Are
they going to understand me when I say it in Spanish” (Third Interview, p.
6)?
Since the common native language of all the students in the class was
English, it was always easier for students to speak with each other, with the
instructor, and with the research assistant in English. Alexis confirmed the
obvious with her statement, “It’s easier than speaking in Spanish (Third
Interview, p. 6). Layla emphasized how working with her group helped her on an
individual basis because the other members would speak with her in Spanish and
help to correct her. She also mentioned, though, that slipping into English was
easy, “It helps interacting in Spanish. But then again, sometimes, since we all
speak English, I think we kind of lean towards that more” (Second Interview, p.
5). Lastly, Alexis felt that one of the reasons why students would revert to English
was due to self-esteem issues.
It’s a self-esteem issue, sort of. It’s hard to get up there and sort of feel
dumb. At this point in the game we want to pretend like we’re smart
people, all getting up there. It’s hard getting up in front of people and
speaking in a language you don’t know (Third Interview, p. 2).
While the amount of Spanish varied student to student, there were some
commonalities among the majority of the participants regarding language usage.
Spanish was most often used by students engaged in the following situations: (a)
when working on or responding to teacher-directed exercises, (b) when addressed
by the teacher in Spanish, and (c) during free time when working on projects.
During the beginning portion of each class there were usually exercises
directed by the teacher often with accompanying grammar instruction. While
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engaged in these instructional activities students generally spoke Spanish both
with the instructor and with each other. Heidi noted that students often “Used
Spanish to complete assigned, teacher-directed activities” (Field Note 8). Students
themselves reported similar information. On the third self-assessment Heather
wrote, “I did my best to speak more Spanish during all of class, including group
work, asking questions, etc.” (Self-Assessment 3). Natalie, Samantha, and
Kristina all noted, “Spanish for in-class exercises” (Self-Assessment 3). Since
students were more apt to speak in Spanish when specific learning activities were
provided (and required) I made an effort to devise novel scenarios and additional
exercises to help the students use more Spanish. The attempts were moderately
successful. Some students, like Megan and Samantha though, were still very
hesitant to use Spanish.
Another time when most, but not all, students would speak in Spanish was
when talking with or answering questions posed to them by the teacher in
Spanish. Anecdotal records indicate that, “When I spoke with the groups I used
Spanish and they reciprocated with Spanish” (Anecdotal Record 18) and “When I
increase my usage of Spanish most, but not all, students reciprocate and try and
use more Spanish” (Anecdotal Record 20). Heidi’s observations also illustrated
this point on numerous instances such as “Students responded to teacher’s
questions in Spanish most of the time” (Field Note 9), “Students use Spanish in
IRE situations with teacher” (Field Note 10), and “Students…tended to speak
Spanish when the teacher is talking with them” (Field Note 21). Furthermore,
when addressed in English, the teacher would frequently respond back to students
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in Spanish as in, “When students are using English, professor talks to them in
Spanish” (Field Note 2). Again, self-report data from students supports the claim.
Layla indicated that she used Spanish “for teacher’s questions” (Self-Assessment
1) and Mark mentioned the research assistant as well, “Spanish for asking
questions to the professor and the RA” (Self-Assessment 2).
During free time most of the conversations carried out in Spanish were
brief exchanges about particular web pages that students were viewing, practice
with a recently discussed grammar point, or simple questions. During the latter
half of the semester the format of the third inquiry cycle was changed to include a
group component. The change was made in an effort to increase the amount of
Spanish communication between students. Working with a group provided
common topics and common vocabulary, but the results of the modification were
mixed. There was definitely more collaboration and interaction, but not always in
Spanish. Justin admitted:
The free time we do have, even though we’re suppose to be talking in
Spanish and we should probably focus on that more as students, it’s kind
of hard to get into the mind set. Like if we’re in groups and I really want
to tell somebody in my group that I found something, I just want to tell
them instead of trying to figure out how to say it. I guess it’s kind of the
students’ choice that maybe we don’t use it as much (Second Interview, p.
4).
In contrast, Mark reported that the group component of the third inquiry cycle
helped his group. “Working in groups is very beneficial…we have to talk in
Spanish…you get to hear your other classmates talk in Spanish, it forces you to
speak in Spanish” (Second Interview, p. 2).
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On self-assessments, students expounded upon their personal use of
language, delineating the purposes of both Spanish and English. Spanish was used
to answer questions (when asked in Spanish), research and discuss web sites, and
speak with peers about web sites and projects. The overwhelming usages of
English were to ask questions, discuss projects, and clarify assignments (SelfAssessments). A number of students indicated that they tried to use Spanish for
everything that they could. Like most students, Tanya used English to clarify
assignments, but “Spanish for everything else. I normally speak using Spanish.
However, it takes a minute to make a correct statement in my head and voice it”
(Self-Assessment 2). Adam noted, “Whenever I use English, it’s to clarify
something in Spanish that I don’t know” (Self-Assessment 2) and Heather
explained, “I did my best to speak more Spanish during all of class, including
group work, asking questions, etc.” (Self-Assessment 3).
Reflecting on the use of Spanish and English during class a number of
questions remain unanswered. In a more traditional class, or with requirements to
speak Spanish more, would students actually have used the language more or
would they simply have communicated less? Would they have understood the
principles of the inquiry cycle and the expectations of the class and been able to
function adequately in the new environment? Would they have learned more
Spanish if only Spanish were spoken? Would they have learned as much about
themselves if only Spanish were used in class? In retrospect, I think that it would
have been very beneficial to negotiate the use of Spanish with the students in
order to reach a consensus about when each language was appropriate and why.
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TRADITIONAL OWNERSHIP OF CONTENT, MATERIALS, AND ACTIVITIES
Content, materials, and activities in many traditional classes are
determined by the teacher with little substantive input from the students.
Frequently, the teacher devises the content and materials before even getting to
know the students. Ownership, then, resides with the teacher, or perhaps with the
curriculum itself. Students in the inquiry-based class had numerous opportunities
to voice their concerns about the class and negotiate the curriculum. The first
section below outlines some of the concerns the students had with the inquiry
format and illustrates how those concerns evolved throughout the semester. The
second section details the content, materials, and activities that were of interest to
the students.
Dislikes and Likes
One of the most powerful outcomes of the research project was the trust
that was developed between the teacher-researcher and the students. Students
trusted me enough to openly express their concerns about the class, to negotiate
the curriculum, and to express their voices and opinions. Initially there were a few
students who had serious concerns and doubts about the course and the methods
of instruction. As the class progressed, though, these major concerns were
lessened, replaced with more manageable issues.
When students filled out the first course review the most commonly
mentioned dislike was the format and content of the class. There were a number
of aspects of the course that students did not like. Tiffany did not agree with the
use of the Internet at the expense of the textbook. She commented that there was,
238

“Too much time on the Internet…I need more structure” (Course Review 1).
Megan thought that the class was too focused on translation and memorization.
She wrote, “I dislike that its pretty much all I’ve ever done: read, translate, and
summarize – not cool…. Reading and translating becomes tedious and boring. We
pretty much memorize” (Course Review 1). Megan’s remarks are interesting in
that students were never required to translate anything. She may have elected to
use translation as a learning strategy for dealing with the complex online
materials, but translation was never mandated. Echoing Megan’s sentiments
Stephanie also disliked the amount of reading and translating, “Not learning
anything new because all I do is read and translate like all other classes at [this]
University” (Course Review 1).
Stephanie further expressed that the class was something she felt that she
could do on her own without having to waste time and money. She wrote, “I
really don’t like the general way class is set up. I feel like this is a correspondence
course or something I could do on my own, and not have to pay so much money
to go here to just teach myself” (Course Review 1). Like Stephanie, Alexis
initially thought that the class was a waste of time and that she was not expanding
her knowledge of the language or culture. Her suggestion was, “Make this class
worth my time. I feel like I am coming for no reason. I’m not learning much more
than what I knew from high school” (Course Review 1). Early in the semester
Stephanie and Alexis appeared to have traditional mindsets where they expected
the teacher to be in complete control, dictate all learning activities, and have all
the responsibility. They questioned the class, but they failed to question
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themselves about their actions, and their personal responsibility for learning.
Throughout the semester Alexis and Stephanie continued to work closely
together, but they had very distinct experiences. By the second course review
Alexis had started to change her attitude about the class. She commented, “Things
are getting much better! I am enjoying class more,” and “It got much easier as I
went along. After completing Cycle 1 I understood where the professor actually
wanted to go with this class” (Course Review 2). Stephanie still expressed
displeasure with the class, but milder than her previous critiques. She noted, “I
can’t move around and feel I have no space at the computer to take good notes.
We repeat a lot of grammar” (Course Review 2).
On the third and final course review Stephanie wrote that what she
disliked about the class was that it “Got boring always doing the same routine. It
was hard to stay focused because of access to email” (Course Review 3).
Discussing whether inquiry cycles had helped her learn Spanish she remarked,
“Not really, I said what I already knew how to say and looked up what I did not.
Words that were looked up just got placed on a slide. I didn’t pay much attention
or really learn the new vocab. I also put all my cycles in present tense and never
used what we learned in class” (Course Review 3).
Another concern raised by other students was the lack of time for
vocabulary and grammar. Heather noted that what she disliked was the “Lack of
review with vocab” (Course Review 2). Tiffany emphasized that she needed more
grammar review and that what she did learn was only about her topic, “Need
more grammar review. I don’t really learn much, just about my topic for my
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presentation” (Course Review 2). In the third course review several students
expressed dissatisfaction with the way vocabulary and grammar were addressed in
the course. Samantha wrote, “I wish we had more vocab tests and a little more
time spent with the books” (Course Review 3). Kristina commented, “I would
have liked more attention to grammar via practice with in class exercises” (Course
Review 3) and Megan mentioned, “We could have done a little more book work”
(Course Review 3).
Whether consciously or not, students had a huge impact on the class,
particularly their own learning outcomes. In many ways, they made the class what
it was or was not. Glancing over the students’ concerns and dislikes there are very
few that the students themselves could not have remedied or changed during their
free time. Free time could have been used to practice vocabulary, work on
grammar exercises, and seek assistance from the teacher.
In addition to writing about their dislikes, students also commented on
what they liked about the inquiry-based class. Samantha noted, “I like that I get to
use different tools to learn about Spanish. It’s a pretty independent learning
environment” (Course Review 1). Adam listed, “It’s a new way of teaching. We
look into topics that we are interested in. Computers are involved” (Course
Review 1). A number of individuals talked about how the setup of the class, with
the inquiry projects, fostered a positive learning atmosphere. Erica remarked, “I
learn better when it’s interacting with others. Each day is different, with different
objectives and projects. It is a comfortable environment in which to speak freely”
(Course Review 2). Kristina concurred that the class was, “Very open, very
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friendly” (Course Review 1). Other likes from the first course review were,
“Presentations as a way of creatively doing research and presenting ideas”
(Heather, Course Review 1), “I enjoy working on different topics” (Natalie,
Course Review 1), and “We see Spanish in use on websites” (Megan, Course
Review 1).
Midway through the semester students again filled out a course review
sheet. Some of the things they indicated that they liked were, “Many subjects
taught in one class period” (Mark, Course Review 2), “Use of computer during
class” (Tiffany, Course Review 2), “The ability to further research our own
opinions and the option to ask during class to cover [grammar] again during
class” (Megan, Course Review 2), and “The incorporation of technology”
(Jennifer, Course Review 2). Near the end of the course the students completed a
third, holistic assessment. Many of the comments mirrored those expressed on the
second course review. Samples include, “I liked the software and the usage of
computers” (Mark, Course Review 3), “I liked just about everything. By allowing
us to pick our own topics it encouraged us to do the work” (Megan, Course
Review 3), and “I really liked the activities and methods used in this class”
(Adam, Course Review 3).
Lastly, on the anonymous course evaluation students discussed the aspects
of the course that were the most beneficial to them. Common responses included
the research projects (9 students), the ability to work with others (5 students), and
the constant review of grammar (5 students).
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Interest and Disinterest as Measures of Engagement
One of the most prevalent and pervasive themes in the research was that of
personal interest and engagement. Students normally paid attention in class and
participated in various learning exercises. Their levels of interest and engagement,
though, were usually lower during more traditional type grammar explanations
and accompanying learning tasks. Heidi’s observations help to capture students’
affective responses. A few of her comments include, “Students don’t seem very
enthusiastic or involved up to this point; only about four have volunteered to
answer questions or read; although students are doing the activity in the book,
none seem interested,” (Field Note 5) “Weren’t enthusiastic but paid attention and
participated,” (Field Note 9), and “Students don’t seem overly interested, just
working to complete the assignment” (Field Note 16).
Although students’ individual levels of interest and engagement differed
and fluctuated day to day there were certain activities and times during class that
allowed students to focus on and work with items and topics of personal interest.
Students expressed having the most interest in and engagement with their inquiry
projects. They were in charge of selecting a topic, generating an inquiry question,
and then self-directing their research in order to answer their questions. The
relationship between self-selection of topics and interest came up frequently in the
data, particularly in students’ self-reflections and course reviews. Early in the
course Layla wrote, “I liked the idea that we could pick our own topics! Allows us
to explore something that interests us” (Self-Reflection 1). Adam expressed a
similar sentiment, “I like the topic I picked. It is something I really have an
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interest in” (Self-Reflection 2). For Natalie, being invited to self-select a topic
provided freedom, “I liked having that freedom. I could choose what was
interesting to me” (Course Review 3).
The ability to select a topic and project that were personally interesting
helped many students to stay engaged and on-task during class. On her final
course review Megan commented, “By allowing us to pick our own topic it
encouraged us to do the work [italics added]” (Course Review 3). Justin
mentioned, “I really liked choosing my own topics. I could get more involved
because they were things I was interested in” (Course Review 3). Heather
indicated that when she picked her own topic she was more devoted to it,
“Choosing our own topics made the class much more fun; plus, I was more
dedicated to my topics since I had chosen them myself” (Course Review 3).
Students’ interest with their projects also made work outside the classroom less
onerous. Adam remarked that, “Finding something I had interest in made the
homework not such a pain” (Course Review 3).
The issues of self-selecting topics and interest were further explored with
the interview participants. Layla explained how she felt inclined to work harder
on her projects since she had decided on the topics herself.
I like the option of being able to choose our own projects because it allows
us to explore different things that we’re interested in. I find that when
you’re interested in something you work a little bit harder towards it
because you enjoy what you’re working on (Second Interview, p. 3).
Mark contrasted topics assigned by the teacher with self-selected ones,
indicating an inherent desire to work hard on his projects.
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We don’t have to get stuck with some boring topic where we don’t want to
do it. If we pick a topic that we’re interested in then that means we’re
going to go out there and do more than we’re supposed to. It’s going to be
a good finished product (Second Interview, p. 3).
Jennifer expressed a similar sentiment and described how self-selecting
topics contributed to overall learning in areas of personal interest.
A student is more apt to learn and more apt to study and to want to learn if
they can make it about whatever they want. Whether it’s about midgets
like one guy in our class or filmmakers or the price of rice in China.
You’re more apt to do the research and do the homework if you’re
enjoying yourself and if you’re increasing your knowledge in an area that
you want to put time in anyway (Third Interview, p. 1).
While inquiry cycle projects allowed students to learn in a non-traditional
way, it was the invitation to self-select topics and resources that contributed the
most to the positive learning environment. Interest and engagement were not
simply a result of working on projects, but also from being able to choose
materials and activities that were personally meaningful. Alexis explained that
project work is not inherently engaging, especially when topics are uninteresting,
“If you’re researching something that you don’t care about then it’s really hard to
get into the subject, to commit the time it takes to research and organize all your
facts” (Third Interview, p. 6).
When working with projects, then, it is possible that the teacher could
establish a topic that appeals to some or perhaps even most of the students.
However, if students are invited and supported in self-selecting their own topics,
the likelihood that they will be interested increases. Regarding the freedom to
choose their topics Heather commented, “I really did enjoy that a lot. I think that
helps you keep more focused more than if someone says, ‘Here’s the topic you’re
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doing,’ and if you absolutely hated it, you’re not going to enjoy any of it. I think
picking your own was really good” (Third Interview, p. 5)
For the most part, enabling students to choose their own topics had
positive results in terms of interest and engagement. There were, though, a
number of less-than-ideal repercussions. One downside was that because students
were selecting highly individualized topics there was less common vocabulary to
be shared with other students. Communication with partners or small groups was
inhibited since students did not share common linguistic terms. Furthermore,
although quite interested in their own projects, students were frequently
disinterested in the work of their peers. Student disinterest was noted during the
presentation phase of each cycle, frequently being manifested by lack of
participation and constructive feedback for presenters.
Sometimes the variety in the projects is problematic. Although students
select topics that have personal interest, other students may not be
interested when presentations are done. Many students did not pay
attention to others and did not provide feedback or questions (TeacherResearcher, Anecdotal Record 6).
Alexis admitted that she normally paid attention to the first few
presentations in order to complete the required summaries, but once that
requirement was fulfilled she lost interest in the remaining projects.
Some of the presentations were interesting to me. But some of them I paid
attention to the first sets because I had to write summaries on them, but I
don’t know if I really paid attention too much to the ones after that
(Second Interview, p. 2).
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She later hypothesized that the reason it was hard to pay attention to all the
projects was due to the broad range of topics; a direct result of students being able
to choose on their own.
I think that might be one of the things that makes paying attention so hard
at times because we’re looking at such a broad range of subjects and we’re
just getting a little bit of everything that’s presented (Third Interview, p.
6).
Students’ choices had both positive and negative outcomes. Choice usually led to
greater interest and engagement on a personal basis, but detracted from
collaborative activities and work.
There were other instances during the course of the semester when
students expressed heightened interest and involvement with classroom activities.
These occasions included non-traditional learning activities and learning scenarios
that were centered on the lives of the students. The most oft mentioned activity
was the use of Scieszka’s (1991) children’s story, “La Verdadera Historia de los
Tres Cerditos” (The True Story of the Three Little Pigs). Alexis mentioned the
story as a beneficial activity, “When we did ‘The True Story of the Three Little
Pigs’ going through a real-life example of a piece of literature that’s out there.
We’re finding what we’re studying and we’re asked, ‘Why is it preterit or
imperfect?’” (Second Interview, p. 2). Heather and Mark also commented on the
effectiveness of the story in illustrating pertinent grammar points. The research
assistant documented that the story was used to review grammar points and that
students very interested and involved (Field Notes 20 & 21).
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Other activities that generated interest and engagement included writing
the script for a comic strip, writing creative stories in small groups, and discussing
role-play scenarios involving real world people and situations. Heidi, the research
assistant, often captured students’ reactions to activities in her notes. For the
comic strip activity she noted, “Students seem to enjoy doing the cartoon to
practice past tense. Students got right to work, intent on creating stories. Majority
of class enjoyed activity” (Field Note 16). With role-play scenarios she wrote,
“Students seemed to be more interested in discussion when talking about ‘Joe
Millionaire’ because they like and watch the show” (Field Note 13) and “Students
laugh at situations that they are discussing; very animate. Students really got into
the situation with boyfriend and breaking up, eager to figure out how to say the
phrases they wanted” (Field Note 11).
In summary, students exhibited relatively more interest and engagement
with their inquiry projects, largely due to the ability to self-select a meaningful
topic. They also were actively engaged in various non-traditional learning
activities. They were least interested in grammar explanations and traditional
language learning activities (i.e. mechanical drills, verb conjugations, etc.),
although they normally completed their work regardless of activity type.
CONCLUSION
The purpose of this chapter was to explore the emergent themes of the
project and provide answers for how the teacher-researcher implemented the
inquiry-based class, what students actually did in the class, and how students
reacted to the innovative teaching methods. The emergent themes were
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juxtaposed with traditional foreign language classrooms to highlight salient
differences. The analysis of the themes provides additional insights into the class,
supplementing and supporting the data in other chapters. Taken together, the three
chapters allow the reader to get a sense of how the inquiry-based Spanish class
was implemented, what students did in the class, how participants reacted, and
what the successes and failures of the course were.
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Chapter 7: Conclusions
INTRODUCTION
The various sections of this dissertation, supported by the representative
voices of the teacher-researcher and student participants, have helped to paint a
picture of an inquiry-based Spanish classroom. Data were presented and analyzed
through a chronological narrative, three case studies, and a chapter on emergent
themes. It is quite possible that readers have drawn preliminary conclusions on
their own by referring to their background, experiences, and expertise. For some
the account may have resonated with personal philosophies, epistemologies, and
methodologies while others may have been more critical of the research.
Whatever the particular reaction, positive or negative, my concern is not
necessarily whether readers agree or disagree with the research, but whether
critical reflection has been stimulated. In the following sections I discuss my
teaching and research conclusions regarding the class.
TEACHING CONCLUSIONS
The teaching conclusions discussed below were based on multiple data
sources and my own experiences as the teacher-researcher. They focus on the
methods and activities of the class as well as pedagogical issues. Some of the
conclusions have elaborated and generalizable counterparts that appear in the next
chapter on implications. The teaching conclusions deal with the following topics:
the learning environments, the use of English in the class, risk-taking, negotiation
of the curriculum, and new roles for teachers and students.
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The Learning Environments: Computer Lab and Regular Classroom
The inquiry-based course made use of two separate and distinct
classrooms: a computer lab and a regular room. Each room impacted the overall
learning environment in significant ways. Prior to the start of the semester a
regular classroom was reserved for examination and presentation days. Students
were thus able to take exams in a more traditional and familiar setting. The desks
in the room provided ample space for students to work and the room was quiet.
Presentations were also completed in the regular classroom so that students would
not be distracted or tempted by the computers. In the few instances when students
had to make presentations to their peers in the computer lab there were problems
with participation and attention. Alexis confessed, “I know this is awful, but when
we had to go back to the computer lab to give our presentations, it was so hard for
me to sit there and not check my email or something” (Second Interview, p. 2).
The regular room proved to be an environment conducive to testing and
presenting while the computer lab served as a research, resource, and learning
center. The computer lab met the basic needs of the class in terms of instructional
and technological capabilities. There was ample space for students to maneuver
their chairs for pair work or small group work and each student had access to their
own computer. Furthermore, it was relatively easy for the teacher-researcher to
project information on a screen at the front of the room. Adjoined to the lab was
an additional classroom where students could work in small groups away from the
computers. While adequate for instruction, not all of the students felt comfortable
holding Spanish class in the computer lab. A constant challenge was finding space
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for students to spread out materials and work on writing tasks. With the
computers occupying most of the area on the desks, students were left with little
useable workspace. The rows of computers also caused some students to feel
uncomfortably confined. Stephanie expressed both sentiments in her “dislikes” of
the class, “I can’t move around and feel I have no space at [the] computer to take
good notes” (Course Review 2). Additionally, in the computer lab the students
had to constantly deal with the “hum” of the equipment.
As a regular component of the learning environment computers played a
vital role in language learning. High speed Internet access enabled students to
quickly and effortlessly search for pertinent Spanish materials from across the
entire world. Recent research on using the Internet for foreign language learning
has highlighted some of the benefits of computer technology (Bush, 1997; Liu et
al., 2002). Students had few restrictions regarding Internet use, but they were
prohibited from accessing websites that would create an unhealthy or
uncomfortable learning environment as dictated by the Computer Use Policy of
the university. Even though they provided valuable content and resources, the
computers and Internet were also a continuous temptation for students to be offtask. Although infrequent, there were some abuses of the technologies, primarily
email.
From these descriptions of the regular class and the computer lab it can be
concluded that the particular learning environment affected the activities of the
class as well as the ambience. Each distinct setting impacted what students did,
how they interacted with each other and the teacher-researcher, and how they
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used their time. The inquiry-based class benefited from being able to move back
and forth between the two settings when necessary and appropriate.
Using English in a Spanish Classroom
There is a continual debate about the appropriate use of the native
language in foreign and second language classrooms. In general, most language
classes attempt to immerse learners in the language as much as possible.
Frequently, comparisons of natural settings and classroom settings are made in an
effort to devise contrived settings that approximate natural ones. Such
comparisons, though, are somewhat unwarranted since the two settings represent
very distinct realities. Immersion in a country where the target language is spoken
is qualitatively and quantitatively different from the 3 to 6 hours of weekly
exposure that most students receive in classroom settings. In the case of this
project, the native language of all of the students, the teacher-researcher, and the
research assistant was English. On a daily basis, decisions had to be made about
how much Spanish to use in the class, how much English to use, and when to use
each language in order to maximize learning.
The decision to occasionally use English was not taken without
forethought. Moreover, in deciding how and when to use English the needs and
proficiency levels of the learners were considered. For some learners, particularly
those at beginning levels of instruction, an immersion type language class can be
frustrating, disconcerting, and overwhelming to the extent that learning ceases.
Recall the example of Jennifer who described her sentiments about her thirdsemester Spanish class where the teacher only used the target language.
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You’d come to class very scared first… The majority of the class period
he would lecture, basically. But it was all in Spanish. Sometimes he would
do examples on the board, but mostly it was lecture…. I totally don’t feel
like I learned anything from [my third class] besides fear (First Interview,
p. 3).
In the “real” world, interlocutors are not normally penalized for reverting
to the native language in an attempt to foster mutual communication and
understanding. What is more, to further the development of language proficiency
and to help students make sense of the language learning landscape it seems
logical to supply them with as many tools and resources as possible. Rather than
condemning the use of the native language time could be devoted to explaining
how strategic use of the native language can be used to further second or foreign
language learning. For the purposes of the inquiry-based class, the use of English
lessened anxiety and furthered communication and learning.
Taking Risks
Researchers and educators in foreign language classrooms have
investigated a number of learner characteristics that affect language learning. A
common hypothesis is that language learners who take more risks will learn more
effectively than those who do not take risks (Corder, 1978; Ely, 1986; Lightbown
& Spada, 1999). Innovative instructional settings provide the perfect opportunity
for teachers to encourage and challenge learners to take risks. Whether learners
accept the invitations though, depends in part on whether the instructor supports
and values risk-taking. An environment conducive to risk-taking is one where
efforts are rewarded as much as outcomes, creativeness and innovation are prized,
and opinions and ideas can be expressed freely.
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Opportunities for students to take risks in the inquiry-based class went
beyond speaking in front of peers, sharing work with others, and voicing concerns
and opinions. Risk-taking also entailed accessing new materials and resources,
engaging materials beyond current levels of proficiency, and exploring new roles
and relationships with the instructor and other students. The data support the
conclusion that the inquiry-based class provided multiple opportunities for
students to take risks, but also show that risk-taking did not benefit all learners.
Risk-taking varied from student to student. Students like Jennifer, Heather, Justin,
and Mark seemed to thrive in the environment while others were more reserved
and cautious. Although all students had equal invitations and opportunities to take
risks, some elected to take few risks, not venturing beyond activities and
resources that were traditional and familiar. In the open-ended, student-centered
environment of the inquiry class risk-taking opportunities were prevalent, but
students were not forced to take risks. Risk-taking was a personal and individual
decision.
In commenting on whether her expectations for the course had been met,
Jennifer remarked, “It didn’t meet my expectations, because my expectations
were lower than where [the class] took me” (Third Interview, p. 5). For the
students that caught the vision of the class, it became a personally enriching
experience as they learned about Spanish, other topics, and themselves.
Negotiation of the Curriculum
Implementing a student-centered curriculum can be both rewarding and
challenging. Relinquishing control and responsibility to the students empowers
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learners and teachers alike. Transitions, though, are often bumpy and in showing
students how to direct their own learning there are moments of indecision,
malfunction, and perhaps breakdown (see Krajcik et al., 1998 for examples of
difficulties with middle school projects, and Polman, 2000 for instances of failure
in high school science classes). In the inquiry-based Spanish class it was
sometimes difficult to know when to allow learners to learn from their mistakes
and when to “come to the rescue.”
Examples of curricular negotiation from the inquiry-based Spanish class
include modifying assignments, shifting point values in the course grade,
eliminating redundant activities, inviting students to choose their topics and
projects, and providing large amounts of free time for students to individualize
their learning. Although the inquiry class included large amounts of open-ended
time, that time was neither chaotic nor unproductive due to off-task behavior.
When considering curricular negotiation with students it is essential to
recognize and remember that not everything in the curriculum is negotiable
(Schwarzer, 2003). What is and is not negotiable should be discussed with the
students. In my Spanish class students could not opt out of inquiry cycles, tests, or
quizzes, they had to include a written and oral component in each cycle, they were
penalized for missing class, and abuse of the free time and the Internet was not
tolerated. During class students were expected to work on developing their
Spanish proficiency and their projects.
Besides non-negotiable aspects of the curriculum, there were also
instances when I made unilateral decisions. Notably, at the beginning of the third
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inquiry cycle a group project requirement was added. This was done with the
express purpose of fostering meaningful interaction and providing a common core
of vocabulary and themes for students to discuss. The modification was not
outlined in the syllabus and students were not consulted for their input. I assessed
the situation with participation and use of Spanish and decided to make the
modification. Students were later informed of the change but in this instance they
had no veto power in the process.
The inquiry-based class provided learners with numerous opportunities to
express themselves, their opinions, and their preferences. There were also
moments when the expertise and experience of the teacher determined a course of
action for resolving problematic areas and leading the class down a different path.
The important thing to remember and decide upon prior to initiating a studentcentered classroom with negotiated curriculum is what bounds and limits will be
set. In terms of curricular negotiation in this particular class it is evident that the
students were willing and capable of negotiating activities, methods, and
assessments with the teacher and that not everything in the curriculum needed to
be or was negotiable.
New Roles, Relationships, and Responsibilities
Teachers are often cast in the role of the all-knowing and all-powerful
authority. Traditionally, information flow in foreign language classrooms has
been almost entirely directed by the teacher. Innovative learning environments,
though, are ideal places for teachers and students to assume new roles for
language teaching and learning. These new, multifaceted, and elaborated roles can
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include mentor and pupil, coach and player, expert and apprentice, facilitator and
participant, inquirer and co-inquirer, and learner and learner. With different roles
teachers make connections to their students on a number of levels, enhancing and
enriching the community of learners. In the first few days and weeks of the
course, role boundaries may be unclear and concrete connections with
responsibilities may not be understood. For the students, and perhaps even the
teacher, this is likely a time of discovery and exploration to better comprehend the
boundaries and responsibilities of their new roles.
The inquiry-based Spanish class allowed me to assume a variety of roles.
In her final interview Heather expressed her opinion of my role in the following
way, “You feel more like an equal” (Second Interview, p. 4). Alexis explained the
role of the instructor as “guiding” (Third Interview, p. 4) and Justin mentioned
that I served as a “resource” (Third Interview, p. 4). As for students’ roles Alexis
listed “helping each other” and “peer teaching” (Third Interview, p. 4). Heather
commented, “stay focused, be self-reliant” (Third Interview, p. 3) and Justin
suggested that students were extra “teachers” (Third Interview, p. 5).
RESEARCH CONCLUSIONS
In addition to drawing conclusions about the teaching that went on in the
course, it is also useful to examine the major research conclusions as well. The
two research conclusions discussed here focus on the researcher as the research
tool and employing a research assistant. Other, more general research-related
issues are raised in the next chapter on implications.
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The Researcher as The Research Tool
Teacher-research brings together two roles in a synergistic metamorphosis
that results in complex duality (Freeman, 1998). Traditionally distanced from the
research participants in quantitative research, in teacher-research the researcher
plays an integral role as an insider (Hammersly & Atkinson, 1995). In fact, the
teacher-researcher may have or may develop a familiarity and closeness with the
participants uncommon in other types of research.
A strength of teacher-research is the perspective that comes from an inside
source. The teacher-researcher is not an outsider, an observer, or a temporary
visitor. The teacher-researcher has an invested interest in both the project and the
students in the class. As a data-collecting tool, as a teacher, and as a researcher the
teacher-researcher is inextricably connected to the research and the participants.
The objectivity often sought after in quantitative work is not possible for the
teacher-researcher, but validity and reliability can be established through other
means such as triangulation (Denzin, 1970; Merriam, 1998).
Teacher-researchers must be dually critical and reflective, focusing on the
teaching and research of the course. Being involved with teaching often
necessitates creative ways of simultaneously performing research. Teacherresearchers may elect to audio- or video-tape the class, post notepads strategically
around the room, carry a notebook, work with a research assistant, or make
anecdotal records at the conclusion of each class session. The most important
thing is to come up with a system that is unobtrusive, yet quick and easy to use.
When deciding on how to collect data, the strengths and weaknesses of each
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method should be considered. For example, cassette-tapes can break (which
happened in one of my interviews), batteries for equipment wear out, and tapes
may be inaudible (which also happened in a number of preliminary interviews).
For the purposes of this teacher-research project I chose to write anecdotal
records at the end of each class. Since classes were only 75 minutes in length it
was assumed that most pertinent information could be recalled. The procedure,
like any other, had drawbacks. Sometimes students would need to meet after
class, delaying the write-up of the events of the day. On a few occasions, due to
the rigor of academic life, I simply forgot to make the anecdotal records.
Frequently, I found that while writing I could not remember all of the nuances of
the class. Fortunately, in the case of the inquiry class there was a research
assistant to help with observational field notes.
The lessons I learned, though, are important: that as the primary research
tool the teacher-researcher must be adequately prepared to collect data through
various means, that validity must be established to the extent possible, and that if
the teacher-researcher is not vigilant crucial data may be lost or go unnoticed. I
further concluded that it is advantageous to collect as much data as possible since
it is easier to reduce the data than to analyze non-existent or unsupported data.
Employing a Research Assistant
Prior to the implementation of this research project it was recommended
that a research assistant be employed to facilitate data collection during class
periods. In addition to making classroom observations on a daily basis,
documenting the activities of the class, and monitoring the reactions of the
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students through field notes, the research assistant served as a sounding board, a
constructive critic, and a substitute teacher. On a weekly basis I met with the
research assistant to discuss how the class was unfolding and if there were
changes that needed to be made. From an observational standpoint the research
assistant provided valuable insights into the course in terms of instructor and
student activities and many of the subtleties of the class were captured in her
notes. Particularly in education settings where the teacher-researcher has a
prominent and time-intensive role in the course it is beneficial to have the
additional eyes, ears, and notes of a research assistant. The data collected by the
assistant help to validate anecdotal records and other data sources, providing an
additional vantage point on the phenomenon under investigation.
In the case of the inquiry-based class there were instances during class
when students were engaged in various activities that I would rendezvous with the
research assistant to see if anything “interesting” was taking place that I should
follow up on. Furthermore, immediately after class we would discuss the events
of the day en route to other destinations. Finally, the weekly debriefing served as
a time to reflect on teaching and researching and coordinate efforts. Enlisting the
services of a research assistant proved to be invaluable throughout the entirety of
the course and the information gathered was highly useful during data analysis
and writing.
CONCLUSION
In this chapter I discussed a number of conclusions regarding the teaching
and research involved with the inquiry-based Spanish class. It should be noted,
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however, that the conclusions I have drawn are not necessarily applicable to other
learning environments. Even within the class itself, some of the conclusions were
not illustrative of all students or all instructional tasks. There is no one “best way”
or “right way” to teacher all learners and I do not pretend that the inquiry-based
Spanish class was well received by all students or that it benefited all students
equally. What the class did provide for everyone was the opportunity to expand
their knowledge and learning in interesting and personal ways.
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Chapter 8: Implications
INTRODUCTION
One of the primary purposes of educational research is connecting theory
with practice. Research findings, emergent themes, statistical significance, the
clarification and expansion of existing theories, and the genesis of new theories
are more consequential when they inform and effect practical applications. This
chapter addresses a number of teaching and research implications that are
essential in establishing and maintaining connections between theory and practice.
TEACHING IMPLICATIONS
Although the research for this dissertation was carried out in a fourthsemester university Spanish class there are a number of classroom implications
that go beyond that setting and find relevance in various foreign and second
language learning settings. The implications discussed below focus on: teaching
versus training, learning environments, native language use, changing roles and
responsibilities, going above and beyond the current curriculum, low-tech inquiry
cycles, and varied proficiency and instructional levels.
Teaching versus Training
Throughout this project I reflected extensively and intensively about my
own teaching and the teaching that is taking place in foreign language classrooms
across the country. Sorting through the data, grappling with emergent themes, and
attempting to hear and understand the voices of the students caused me to
question whether we are teaching or merely training the students in our classes.
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What skills and abilities are being taught? What skills and abilities are valued?
Are learners encouraged and challenged to self-direct their efforts and resources
in order to make learning personally meaningful, effective, and life-long? Are
students learning to think critically, solve problems, and interact successfully in
multifaceted collaborations? Are students being empowered through teaching or
limited through training? As teachers, what messages, either verbal or non-verbal,
are we sending to students about what really matters in our classes? It is time to
seriously consider what students are learning, how they are learning, when they
are learning, and why they are learning.
Many of the issues and themes that arose as part of this research project
including interaction patterns, mismatches in expectations and roles, and repeated
calls for increased structure and use of the textbook appear to be partially
attributable to the many years of language “training” students previously
experienced. Tiffany’s remarks are illustrative of how students have been
“trained” instead of taught. In critiquing the course early in the semester she
wrote, “I need more structure. I guess I’m just used to doing bookwork. I didn’t
like it, but I’m used to it” (Course Review 1). For Tiffany it would have been
easier to revert to a type of teaching and learning that she did not like than to
work in the more open-ended, student-centered learning environment of the
Inquiry Cycle. She was trained in a system where learners are passive and the
teacher is the authority, a system that stresses lecture, bookwork, and rote
memorization instead of personal exploration of the language and culture. It is my
opinion that in many instances we are training students to be dependent on the
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system. Our students deserve more than training, though. They deserve to be
taught, guided, directed, encouraged, and inspired. They deserve instruction that
enables them to develop themselves on multiple levels and that equips them with
lasting skills and strategies that are transferable to other learning environments
and their lives outside of the classroom.
Learning Environments
Inquiry-based learning does not have to take place in or be confined to
formal classroom settings. Depending on the particular learning objectives and
resources available the approach can find application in various settings ranging
from a classroom, to study abroad, to distance education, or even correspondence
work. The concepts associated with inquiry-based learning are not curtailed by
physical boundaries and success is not dependent on whether there are desks,
computers, and white-boards. The foundational principle of the inquiry cycle is
that learners will be motivated and empowered when they are invited to selfselect, explore, and report on complex questions that are personally meaningful.
While many instructional settings are possible, in most instances inquiry-based
learning will take place in a classroom environment.
With regards to the learning environment, it is important that teachers
understand the affordances and limitations of the setting in order to adjust
activities and maximize learning. As an example, consider what inquiry cycles
might look like in a high school classroom. The traditional resources for the class
probably include the teacher, a textbook, other supplemental reading materials,
and the school library. Additionally, the room might be equipped with a limited
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number of computers, there may be a computer lab in the school, and the local
community could serve as a valuable source for cultural and linguistic input.
Strengths of this particular setting are that the teacher is readily available to assist
students, class is held multiple times per week, and students can work
collaboratively and cooperatively in small groups or pairs. Examining the
limitations and obstacles it might be noted that with a large number of students
the teacher-to-student interactions will be lessened, that the limited access to
computers will necessitate dividing the workload appropriately and maximizing
online time, and that curricular and sequencing demands could curtail
implementation.
Taking into account the strengths and weaknesses of the learning
environment, appropriate modifications can be made to facilitate inquiry-based
learning. First the instructor will need to schedule time for the students to work
with as many resources as possible. This might entail various trips to the library
or the computer lab. Prior to visiting these destinations the teacher should have
clear guidelines and expectations outlined so that time is not wasted on activities
that could be done in the regular classroom.
For instructors who may want to incorporate technology into their
language classes, it is advisable to check with administrative personal pertaining
to the specifics and limitations of use. This is especially important for instruction
in public education settings such as middle school or high school. Furthermore,
when working with K-12 learners it might be better to have a number of
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predetermined websites rather than permitting unlimited and unsupervised
“surfing” of the Web.
Once the students have gathered information they can then return to the
regular room to sort through their data, plan their presentations, decide on further
avenues of research, and work collaboratively with peers. If there are specific
content requirements and sequencing issues with other language courses, the
teacher could divide the class time to address those issues as well as provide for
inquiry learning opportunities. Although this example is quite simplified, it is
illustrative of how the environment impacts the “what,” “how,” and “why” of
curricular implementation.
To reiterate, inquiry-based learning and other student-centered pedagogies
are viable in a variety of settings. Understanding the environment will allow
critical adjustments to be made that will enhance learning. The focus of the
teacher should not be what “I don’t have,” but capitalizing what “I do have.”
Native Language Usage
Many researchers and practitioners propose that the use of the native
language should be eliminated from foreign language classes entirely. Reasons for
this purge are varied, but most emphasize that in order to successfully acquire or
learn a language students must be exposed to large amounts of comprehensible
input (Krashen, 1982; Long, 1983). In the traditional model of foreign language
teaching the native language is seen as an undesirable crutch that students must
learn to walk without. I would contend that in spite of the movement toward
proficiency, though, in most instances the true objective in many language classes
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continues to be grammatical accuracy and not communicative competence.
Implicitly or explicitly teachers show their students what really matters through
the activities, homework, and quizzes and tests that are administered. Schwarzer
(2001) presents an alternative perspective, positioning language as a means
toward an end and not an end in and of itself. Instructors can broaden and deepen
the foreign or second language experience by helping students to make this
distinction between learning language to learn language and learning language to
learn.
Recently, a number of researchers have postulated that there are important,
compelling, and appropriate uses of the native language in second and foreign
language classrooms (Donato, 1994; McCafferty, 1992). Learners often use their
native language to manage difficult tasks, direct and monitor their learning
efforts, and interact with peers in collaborative ventures (Brooks et al., 1997;
Donato, 1994; Platt & Brooks, 1994). The use of the native language can also
help students to understand abstract principles and concepts. By mandating and
providing only the target language, instructors might inadvertently deprive their
students of valuable linguistic resources and tools.
In inquiry-based learning and other innovative instructional settings the
strategic use of the native language can be appropriate and advantageous. The
position advocated here is not to replace the target language with the native, but to
supplement instruction and learning with another available linguistic asset. The
goal is to further language learning and proficiency utilizing all of the resources
available, including the students’ native language. Besides being concerned with
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the development of linguistic abilities and cultural awareness, language education
must cultivate other skills and abilities as well. Inquiry-based learning, for
example, stresses language development, appreciation of culture, the development
of critical thinking and problem solving skills, and learning that is personal,
meaningful, and transferable to students’ lives. Particularly at beginning and
intermediate levels of instruction where modeling and scaffolding are paramount
the strategic use of the native language can be used to foster development in the
above-mentioned areas while still contributing to language learning.
Changing Roles and Responsibilities
There is an oft-quoted saying that we teach the way we were taught. For
the majority of foreign language teachers, the way we were taught was through
drill and repetition, memorization, and instantaneous corrective feedback. The
chosen methods included the Audio-Lingual Method, Grammar Translation, and
the Direct Method, which derive their procedures and activities from behaviorist
and transmission models of learning (see Lee & VanPatten, 1995 for an example
of a transmission-based foreign language classroom and Polman, 2000 for a
discussion of transmission learning in general). Over the past ten to twenty years,
proficiency-based and communicative approaches have challenged foreign
language educators to rethink their instructional practices and adopt new stances
in the classroom. No longer is it necessary or desirable for the teacher to be an
omniscient and omnipotent leader and for the students to be the second-class
citizens of the learning community. As teachers we strive to impact students’ lives
in meaningful ways. We hope to inspire them to greatness and we encourage them
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to be the best they can be. As educators we should hold ourselves to the same
rigorous standards by continuously learning, engaging in creative and informative
research endeavors, and experimenting with new methods and techniques that
take us out of our comfort zone and the traditional “box.”
Inquiry-based learning provides opportunities for both teachers and
students alike to assume new, empowering roles and responsibilities. Teachers
relinquish a measure of authority and control to actively enroll in the community
of learners. New roles for the teacher include facilitator, guide, co-inquirer, and
cognitive coach (Costa & Garmston, 1994). In inquiry learning environments
students become active and involved in learning processes. They cease to be
passive recipients and become constructors and co-constructors of information
and knowledge. Inquiry learning results in changed patterns of interaction, the
transfer of ownership of learning, and shared responsibility in reaching curricular
objectives and personal goals.
Whether in K-12 settings or college classrooms, the roles and
responsibilities generated in these innovative learning environments will
inevitably result in classrooms that differ substantially from the “traditional”
norm. The methods, approaches, and learning outcomes of inquiry-based settings
will be challenged by various individuals and on numerous levels. Instructors
experimenting with innovative techniques should be prepared to defend their
position. Stakeholders, such as administrators, parents, and students need to be
informed about the theoretical foundations of inquiry learning as well as the types
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of activities and outcomes that can be expected. Inside and outside of the
classroom a final role for the instructor is that of advocate and promoter.
Going Above and Beyond the Current Curriculum
As the inquiry-based class progressed a number of disconcerting issues
regarding foreign language teaching and learning became apparent to me. The
first issue deals with the way that students are instructed in foreign language
classrooms and the skills and abilities they develop or fail to develop. The issue is
not whether they can read, write, speak, and understand the target language, but
whether they can think critically and manage their learning. We have taught, or
perhaps programmed, multitudes of students who have difficulty thinking for
themselves, managing their time, and learning without being “spoon-fed.” We
have done remarkably well at producing dependent learners: learners who are
dependent on the textbook, learners who are dependent on the teacher, learners
who are dependent on the curriculum, and learners who are dependent on the
system.
In my inquiry-based Spanish class, this dependency was evidenced in
repeated requests for more use of the text, more structure, more grammar, more
teacher-directed work, and less self-direction and responsibility. Perhaps in
holding unwaveringly to the curriculum we have deprived our students of
meaningful learning opportunities and valuable competencies. Perhaps we are so
cloaked and steeped in the curriculum that we cannot see where and how it is
failing educators and students alike.
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A related issue is the mixed messages that we continue to send to our
students about what matters in language learning. Common objectives in foreign
language classrooms include increased proficiency, improved communicative
competence, and enhanced cultural awareness. Activities frequently encourage the
negotiation of meaning and employ authentic materials and artifacts. The
disconnect comes, though, when teachers espouse the aforementioned goals and
instructional approaches but then send their students to the textbook to discuss
fictional characters and contrived exercises and assess them on grammar and
syntax. Additionally, this disconnect is exacerbated and accelerated when teachers
stress meaningful communication but do not allow the students to have input into
lessons, activities, or materials. The supposed meaningful materials and activities
are in most instances predetermined by the curriculum. Rather than allowing
students to work with a flexible curriculum that can be tailored to their learning
preferences, their needs, and their interests, we simply wrap each one with the
“one size fits all” which is ephemeral at best and damaging at worst.
What is proposed here is a negotiated, malleable curriculum that is
customizable to the students’ real-world interests and needs. The challenge is to
go above and beyond the current curriculum in order to connect with students,
make their learning increasingly meaningful, and equip them with the skills and
abilities necessary for future academic and life endeavors.
Low-Tech Cycles
The inquiry cycle class presented in this dissertation relied heavily on
computer and Internet technologies. In reality, though, inquiry cycles are not
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dependent on technology and it is possible to develop inquiry-based classrooms
that do not make use of computers or the Internet. These low-tech classes hold as
much promise as high-tech classes.
Early in the development of the inquiry-based course I envisioned the
software program playing an indispensable role in the class. As the semester
progressed, it became obvious that the students relied less and less on the
program. They were familiar enough with the inquiry process that the software
application became rather obsolete. While in my particular situation computers
were used daily, the presence or absence of technology does not dictate the
relative success or failure of inquiry-based learning. It is the method itself that is
powerful. The critical components of inquiry learning are the negotiation of the
curriculum, the focus on authentic problems and solutions, investigation of issues
that students have self-selected, working collaboratively with others, and making
meaningful presentations of findings, all of which can be accomplished without
any sort of technology. Low-tech cycles are doable with existing resources
available in the class, the school or local library, and the community.
Varied Proficiency and Instructional Levels
This dissertation study was carried out in a fourth-semester intermediatelevel college Spanish class. A question regarding implementation, then, might be
whether the approach or similar approaches are feasible at varied instructional
levels and with students at different proficiency levels. One of the strengths of
inquiry learning is the individualized component that allows students to work with
materials and activities at their current level of understanding. Students who are
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more proficient are not restricted from accessing advanced materials and less
proficient students are not overwhelmed working with materials too far above
their level. Adaptations and modifications are likely when working with
beginning or advanced learners, but the approach can be used across the spectrum
of proficiencies.
The Inquiry Cycle approach can also be applied in a variety of
instructional settings including classes at the elementary, middle school, and high
school levels as well as college. The extent of the implementation (Schwarzer &
Luke, 2001) and the management of the course are dependent on learning
objectives, available resources, and the instructional level. An inquiry-based class
in an elementary school may look very different from an inquiry-based class at a
high school. For example, advanced classes, with more mature learners might
require less linguistic scaffolding or recurrence to the native language, while at
beginning levels the opposite might be true, with an increasing role and strategic
use of the native language to facilitate working with inquiry cycles. Furthermore,
in advanced courses it is probably realistic and advantageous to conduct nearly all
of the instruction in the target language.
At the elementary or middle school level inquiry-based classes might be
more exploratory in nature with increased emphasis on the culture(s) of the target
language. In particular, students could engage in inquiry projects based on current
and relevant events in the local community or make cross-cultural comparisons
that broaden their horizons at a crucial developmental stage (Shrum & Glisan,
2000).
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The suggestions above are not intended to restrict how, when, or where
inquiry approaches are implemented, but rather to illustrate a few options and
adaptations for teachers interested in inquiry-based learning. The level of
implementation, the activities and techniques to be employed, as well as student
outcomes will depend significantly on the ingenuity of the teacher and the
engagement of the learners.
RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS
Although this teacher-research project was situated within the field of
foreign language education, it is possible to extrapolate some of the research
implications of the study to other settings. The implications for research discussed
below pertain more to teacher-research than qualitative research in general, but
some crossover is possible. The research implications to be discussed are:
instrument development, working with your own students, more eyes are better
than two, teacher-researcher tensions, and directions for future research.
Instrument Development
As one of the primary research tools in the research setting, teacherresearchers frequently have the opportunity and the responsibility to develop
some of their own research instruments. At times there are pre-existing tools,
guides, questionnaires, surveys, and other instruments that can facilitate the
research, but in many instances research instruments need to be modified or
created from scratch in order to meet the demands and the particular
circumstances of the research project. In the subsequent paragraphs I briefly
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discuss the development and uses of a number of instruments from the inquirybased Spanish class.
In addition to the numerous documents that were a part of the course
curriculum, I also created several research instruments including three observation
guides, sample interview questions, course review sheets, self-assessment and
self-reflection sheets, a data sheet, and a survey. During the first few class
sessions the research assistant composed open-ended field notes of her
observations. While providing large amounts of data, the field notes did not focus
enough on some of the critical aspects of the research. Accordingly, a preliminary
observation guide was developed (Appendix B) to guide and focus the remaining
observations. Second and third versions of the guide followed shortly thereafter.
The second observation guide improved upon the first by including working
definitions and operationalizing many of the terms and categories under
investigation. The third observation guide was essentially the same as the second,
but with a clearer arrangement (Appendix B). Out of 30 observation periods, the
third guide was used 23 times.
Another tool that I developed for the project was sample interview
questions (Appendix C). All of the interviews conducted during the course of the
study were semi-structured in nature. Prior to each interview I devised a number
of possible questions to ask each interviewee. The semi-structured format allowed
me to investigate and highlight particular areas of the research, but still provided
enough flexibility to pursue interesting comments and threads. While the sample
questions guided the interviews they were not always followed completely.
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Depending on the responses of the interviewees some questions were omitted,
others resulted in numerous follow-up questions, and some were treated briefly in
passing. After reviewing the responses of the participants additional questions
were added to the second and third interviews for follow-up.
Course reviews were also created for the study. The reviews provided
students with an opportunity to express their opinions, feelings, and concerns
about the class. There were three course reviews during the semester and all three
were completely anonymous. At the top of each form students supplied a unique
code that they had previously selected. The reviews were very basic, with a
limited number of questions about what students liked, what they disliked, and
what changes they suggested (see Appendix D for the third course review which
was the most elaborated of the reviews). On numerous occasions, the negotiation
of the curriculum stemmed directly from the information provided on the course
reviews.
At the conclusion of each inquiry cycle students were invited to make selfassessments and engage in the process of self-reflection. The self-assessment
(Appendix E) and self-reflection (Appendix F) sheets allowed students to reflect
on their learning and their personal progress. Students were also able to document
their successes, their shortcomings, and areas where they wanted to improve.
They commented on learning strategies, on their developing self-awareness, and
on their language discoveries. Self-assessment and self-reflection helped to foster
critical thinking. Rather than waiting for and depending entirely on the assessment
of the teacher, students evaluated their own work.
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Another simple form that I devised to gather some baseline information
was the data sheet (Appendix G). The data sheet was used to collect data on
students’ previous language learning experiences, the methods of instruction they
had been exposed to, their reasons for taking the class, their personal goals for the
semester, and their confidence levels with Spanish.
In addition to the documents and instruments that I created there were two
existing surveys used in the class. Both surveys were administered twice, once at
the beginning of the semester and then again at the end of the semester. The first
survey was the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (Horwitz et al.,
1986); the second was a motivation questionnaire by Ely (1986).
Every research project and research design requires instruments to collect
and analyze data. While many proven instruments exist, oftentimes teacherresearchers find themselves in a position where novel instruments and techniques
are necessary. As both the teacher and the researcher involved with a project,
teacher-researchers are in a position to develop tools and instruments that will
mutually benefit the research and the instruction in the classroom. The tools and
instruments described above were not difficult to create nor did they require
excessive amounts of time. They were, though, invaluable in collecting and
analyzing the data on the inquiry-based classroom.
Working with Your Own Students
In his work on interviewing as qualitative research, Seidman (1998) warns
teacher-researchers against interviewing their own students. He explains the
possible coerciveness that can arise in such situations stating that,
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As legitimate as it may be to want to understand the effectiveness of, say,
a teaching method or a curriculum, a student can hardly be open to his or
her teacher who has both so much power and so much invested in the
situation. The teacher-researcher should seek to interview students in some
other setting with some other teacher who is using a similar method or
curriculum (p. 35).
Seidman’s point is well taken. However, in this particular study it was impossible
to interview other students with some other teacher using a similar method since
no other students or teacher existed. The fourth-semester Spanish class was the
only class in which the intervention was realized and I was the only foreign
language instructor teaching with inquiry cycles. Undoubtedly other teacherresearchers find themselves in similar situations when interviewing their own
students becomes a necessity and then an actuality.
By understanding the possible difficulties and obstacles entailed with
interviewing one’s own students, precautionary measures can be taken. In
university settings, IRBs may impose certain restrictions or criteria to ensure the
equitable treatment of the participants. Safeguards might include an outside
interviewer, anonymity protocols, detailed consent and release forms, and limits
on what types of data are analyzed and when. Public education settings will
undoubtedly require administrative support and approval as well as parental
permission for any participants under the age of 18.
Data analysis must also take into account the fact that one person is acting
as the teacher and the researcher. How accurate are student responses in
questionnaires, surveys, course-reviews, and interviews? Are responses reflective
of actual feelings, opinions, and beliefs or are they guarded or overly positive in
an attempt to “please” or “impress” the teacher? The fact that the teacher is also
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the researcher does not necessarily invalidate data, but it does require every
attempt to validate findings and claims through multiple data sources and
triangulation. Member checking is another valuable technique (Janesick, 2000)
for increasing validity where research participants review their interview
transcriptions and other documents to verify that their words are representative of
what they intended and wanted to say. The procedure serves as a check and
balance to ensure that participant voices are being appropriately represented.
Another issue that can arise with teacher-research is that of the teacherresearcher becoming attached to the participants in ways that negatively affect the
research (Hammersly & Atkinson, 1995). It is a simple and gratifying process for
teachers to tout the merits and accomplishments of their students. Much more
difficult is to parade their faults and shortcomings before the public. In normal
classroom settings, students’ idiosyncratic tendencies, their weaknesses, and their
foibles remain within the confines of the classroom, rarely mentioned even in
class. Teacher-research, though, brings to the forefront for public perusal and
judgment, the less-than-ideal actions and reactions of the students. With or
without anonymity, it can be difficult for teacher-researchers to showcase the
weaknesses of their students in front of the public. What is more, teacherresearchers also expose themselves to unrestricted scrutiny on two fronts, as
teachers and as researchers.
I agree with Seidman (1998) that teacher-researchers are invested in their
work both as the teacher of the class and the investigative researcher. I also
understand that there is a constant coercive potential since the teacher-researcher
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is in charge of assessment and grading. Nevertheless, the fact that there is a
potential coerciveness and a potential for misinformation does not mean that the
work should be abandoned or that students should not be interviewed. What it
means is that teacher-researchers need to be cognizant of the inherent
complexities that come from working with their own students. Moreover, it means
that teacher-researchers must be forthcoming about potential difficulties and
limitations, and that efforts must be undertaken to validate the work through other
research techniques such as triangulation (van Lier, 1988). Verifying data,
particularly interview data, from multiple sources and from multiple methods
becomes essential to the research. Working with one’s students can be
problematic, but it can also be rewarding and enriching when done appropriately.
More Eyes are Better than Two
In a court of law, a case is strengthened when multiple witnesses provide
corroborating evidence. The multiplicity serves to clarify and strengthen the
investigation by examining the phenomenon from different vantage points.
Teacher-research and other qualitative research methods likewise benefit by
having more than the eyes and ears of the principal investigator. In qualitative
research there is often discussion about observing a phenomenon through multiple
lenses, but different lenses often do little more than change the color. Whether I
look at a chair with clear lenses or rose-colored lenses it is still a chair. My
perceptions, assessments, and understandings of a particular phenomenon are only
slightly altered by lenses since all must still pass through my eyes. What is
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needed, then, is not necessarily different or more lenses, but different eyes that
will result in distinct perceptions and understandings.
More eyes are better than two, is a simple statement about having
someone else participate in the research other than the teacher-researcher. In my
case there was the research assistant Heidi. In other instances it might be a
colleague, a co-worker, another researcher, or perhaps even a close friend. The
important thing is to involve another individual (or more) so that there are
additional eyes observing, critiquing, and analyzing the project. Working with
others provides opportunities to generate and discuss ideas, gain multiple
perspectives, and challenge our own understandings. So much of what we do is
filtered through our own eyes that we often cannot even see other possibilities,
explanations, or interpretations. More eyes supplement the research work and help
us to gain a more complete and holistic understanding.
Teacher-Researcher Tensions
There are two particular teacher-researcher tensions I would like to briefly
discuss. The first involves students who struggle with some aspect of a course. In
essence there are two primary options for dealing with these students. One option
is for the teacher to step in, take control of the situation, and set the student back
on the correct path. This is the option that appeals to the teacher. The second
alternative is to step back, watch and document what happens, and then analyze
the subsequent success or failure of the student. This appeals more to the
researcher. Reflecting back on my entire project, I never made a definitive
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decision either way. I do not know if my indecision was detrimental to the
students, the research, neither, or both.
The second, related tension arises when activities or exercises associated
with innovative approaches do not go well. In terms of my project, at any point in
the semester it would have been easy to jettison the inquiry cycles and return a
more familiar and traditional textbook-based, teacher-centered curriculum.
Although I was the teacher-researcher the methods and approach being employed
in the class were new to me as well. I had a conceptual and theoretical
understanding of the type of learning environment the students and I were jointly
constructing, but I lacked a practical understanding. This was something that I had
never done before and there were occasions when I did not know how to proceed.
When students struggled and activities were unsuccessful there was an inclination
to revert to a teacher-centered, didactic environment, and teach how I was taught.
The difficulties and uncertainties associated with curricular intervention,
though, must be worked through. To better understand the phenomenon and
devise appropriate solutions to problems these classes need to run their course.
Subsequent attempts will benefit from all of the information gathered from
previous endeavors.
Directions for Future Research
The concept of inquiry-based learning in second or foreign language
instructional settings is relatively new and there are numerous avenues of research
available. Inquiry-based learning can be explored at a variety of instructional
levels ranging from elementary school to college and even to adult education.
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Learner-centered pedagogies, including the inquiry cycle, can be implemented
with learners at differing proficiency levels and in distinct learning environments.
There is still much to be learned about the concrete and specific gains that are
capable in these novel settings and learners’ reactions to such approaches should
be documented and analyzed. Whether in elementary school or college, with
advanced learners or learners just starting the process of learning another
language, the challenge is to go where we have not gone, do what we have not
done, and mark the path for others to follow.
CONCLUSION
This chapter has presented a number of teaching and research
implications. The teaching implications focused on the importance of the learning
environment, issues related to the use of the native language in instructional
settings, new roles and responsibilities for teachers and learners, a challenge to go
beyond where we currently are in language teaching, and suggestions for
implementation of inquiry-based learning and other student-centered pedagogies
in low-tech and varied instructional settings. The research implications dealt with
recruiting others to the project in order to gain multiple perspectives, teacherresearcher tensions, and finally with directions for future research.
In foreign language education, as with educational research in general, it is
imperative that researchers and teachers make concerted efforts to elucidate
connections between theory and practice. Equally important is the continual
search for greater understanding. Accordingly, efforts must be conscientiously
and persistently taken to push the envelope in the fields of SLA and FLE.
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Previous successes and understandings should be recognized, but they should not
hinder or deter the onward journey toward heightened comprehension of the
intertwined phenomenon of teaching and learning languages. Great strides have
been accomplished, but the fact remains that what we know about language
learning and language teaching is relatively small compared to what we do not
know. I reiterate here what I started with at the beginning of this chapter and what
is stated elsewhere in this dissertation. My concern is not whether readers agree or
disagree with the research, but whether the voices from my classroom have
caused individuals to reflect on the complexity, dynamicity, and intricacy of
language learning. The challenge for all teachers and researchers concerned with
FLE and SLA is to contemplate and reflect on what it is to teach and learn
languages, to question why we do what we do, and to venture into uncharted
methodological and pedagogical territory.
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Appendix A: Screen Shots
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Appendix B: Observation Guides
Observation Guide – Version 1
Date:

Time:

Classroom Interaction and Learning Activities
• Is the class teacher-centered or student-centered? ___________________
• What is the method of instruction or the activity? ____________________
• How many students are working individually? _____ M _____ F _____
• How many students are working in pairs or small groups? _____
• What is the make-up of the pairs/small groups? M ___ F ___ Mixed ___
• How many students are on task? _____ M _____ F _____
• What are the on-task students doing (indicate the number of students involved with each
activity)?
Searching Websites _____
Using El Investigador en Español _____
Using the Textbook _____
Using a dictionary _____
Talking with another student about the projects _____
Writing _____
Asking questions _____
Other _____ (please list ________________________)
•
•

How many students are off task? _____ M _____ F _____
What are the off-task students doing (indicate the number of students involved with each
activity)?
Talking with another student about unrelated topics _____
Surfing inappropriate web sites _____
Checking or sending email _____
Games _____
Nothing _____
Other _____ (please list ________________________)

Use of Spanish and English
•
•

How many students are using Spanish? _____
What are the students using Spanish for (indicate the number of students involved with
each activity)?
Talking with another student (general) _____
Talking with the professor (general) _____
Asking a question _____
Vocabulary _____
Grammar _____
Discussing websites _____
Other _____ (please list ________________________)
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•
•

How many students are using English? _____
What are the students using English for (indicate the number of students involved with
each activity)?
Talking with another student (general) _____
Talking with the professor (general) _____
Asking a question _____
Vocabulary _____
Grammar _____
Discussing websites _____
Other _____ (please list ________________________)

Resources
•

What resources do students use to answer questions (indicate the number of students that
used each resource)?
Teacher _____
Another student _____
Research Assistant _____
Online Dictionary _____
Regular Dictionary _____
Spanish/English Translator (Online) _____
Websites in English _____
Websites in Spanish _____
El Investigador en Español _____
Textbook _____
Other _____ (please list ___________________)

•

What resources do students use for learning (indicate the number of students that used
each resource)?
Teacher _____
Another student _____
Research Assistant _____
Online Dictionary _____
Regular Dictionary _____
Spanish/English Translator (Online) _____
Websites in English _____
Websites in Spanish _____
El Investigador en Español _____
Textbook _____
Other _____ (please list ___________________)
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Observation Guide – Version 3
Date:
Start Time:
End Time:
Focus Students (list names):

Classroom Interaction and Learning Activities (Provide as much description as
possible)
1.
2.

What is the teacher doing (e.g. lecturing, working with an individual, working with a
small group, etc.)?
What are the students (whole class) doing?

Classroom Interaction:
More Teacher-Centered _____ Mixed _____ More Student-Centered _____
Clarification:
3.
4.
5.
6.

Are the focus students working in pairs/groups? If so, what are they doing?
What are the focus students who are working individually doing?
What do the focus students use Spanish for?
What do the focus students use English for?

Pair / Small Group Interaction or Conversation:
Pair/Group 1 Members:______________________________________________
Excellent _____ Good _____ Minimal _____ Inadequate _____
Clarification:
Pair/Group 2 Members:______________________________________________
Excellent _____ Good _____ Minimal _____ Inadequate _____
Clarification:
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Individual Activity
Individual: ____________ Excellent ___ Good ___ Minimal ___ Inadequate ___
Clarification:
Individual: ____________ Excellent ___ Good ___ Minimal ___ Inadequate ___
Clarification:
Individual: ____________ Excellent ___ Good ___ Minimal ___ Inadequate ___
Clarification:
Individual: ____________ Excellent ___ Good ___ Minimal ___ Inadequate ___
Clarification:

Resources
7.
8.

What resources do the focus students use (e.g. the teacher, other students,
dictionaries, textbook, etc.)?
What do they use the resources for (e.g. information, grammar, answer questions,
etc.)?

Use of Resources
Number of Students: Excellent ___ Good ___ Minimal ___ Inadequate ___
Clarification:

Student Reactions
9.

What are the reactions of the focus students to the class (e.g. John sighed heavily and
muttered “not more websites”)? Note that reactions can be verbal, non-verbal,
written, etc.

Number of Students in category: Positive _____ Neutral _____ Negative _____
Clarification:
10. List and describe any other student activities and/or reactions that you noticed
around the room (other than the focus students):
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Classroom Interaction
More Teacher-Centered
The focus of the class is on almost
entirely on the teacher. The teacher
is responsible for a majority of the
talk/discussion in the class.
Exchanges with students are
primarily teacher initiated and
follow the format: Initiate,
Respond, Evaluate (IRE). Students
are expected to focus on the
teacher and what is being
presented. The teacher is the
primary source of knowledge. The
teacher dictates to the students the
activities that they should be
involved with.

More Student-Centered
The focus of the class is on
the teacher more than the
students. The teacher is the
initiator of more
talk/discussion that students.
Exchanges, though, go
beyond simple IRE. The
teacher engages in more
open dialogue with students
and students respond more
openly. The teacher dictates
broad topics or activities to
students who then are able to
chose more specifically what
they will work on to
complete the assignment.

The focus of the class is on the
students. Students are
responsible for the majority of
the talk/discussion in the class.
Students are engaged in a variety
of activities that are selfselected. There are multiple
exchanges with the teacher,
many of which are initiated by
students. There are also multiple
exchanges among the students
themselves. The teacher serves
as a resource and facilitator in
the class. Multiple sources or
information are available and
accessible.

Clarification (explain why you marked what you did; e.g. the teacher is lecturing in front of the
class and asking all of the questions, therefore I marked “More Teacher-Centered”)
Pair / Small Group Interaction or Conversation
Excellent

Good

Minimal

The pair/group is
working on appropriate
materials and activities
for their cycle. The
conversation is
primarily in Spanish (80
percent or above). All
students in the
pair/group participate
equally. The interaction
or conversation is
extensive (i.e. more than
5 minutes).

The pair/group is
working on appropriate
materials and activities
for their cycle. The
conversation is mostly
in Spanish (60-80
percent). All students
participate, but some
more than others. The
interaction or
conversation is less
extensive (2-4 min).

The pair/group is
working on some
appropriate materials
and activities and
others that are not
appropriate for the
cycle. The
conversation is
roughly half Spanish
and half English. The
interaction or
conversation is brief
(approx. 1 min).

Inadequate
The pair/group is
involved with
materials or activities
that are unrelated to
the cycle. The
conversation is either
entirely in English or
contains a minimum
of Spanish. The
interaction or
conversation is
simply a question
and answer exchange
or single comment.

Clarification (e.g. Although the students were speaking mainly in Spanish I marked minimal
because they were talking about an inappropriate website and the conversation was brief):
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Individual Activity
Excellent

Good

Minimal

Inadequate

The student is actively working on
appropriate materials or activities for
the cycle. Examples include:
searching websites, using the
software program, using the textbook,
using a dictionary, working on a
particular grammar point, writing,
developing the project, etc. The
student might be heard using Spanish
or English (private speech) to better
understand the project and solve
problems. The student engages peers
and the teacher in dialogue and
questions about the process and the
product being worked on. The student
uses Spanish at least 80 percent of the
time.

The student is
working on
appropriate
materials or
activities for the
cycle. The student
works individually,
not engaging other
peers or the
teacher. The
student uses
Spanish 60-80
percent of the time.

The student works on
appropriate materials
and activities but also
chooses unrelated
activities and materials
such as inappropriate
websites, off-topic
conversations, emailing,
or online games. The
student mildly distracts
other students who are
working. The student
uses Spanish less than
half the time.

The student is
off-task most of
the class. The
student is a
distraction for
others who are
trying to work.
The student
uses English
almost all of
the time.

Resources
Excellent

Good

Minimal

Inadequate

The student uses a wide
variety of resources (5-6)
in the classroom (i.e.
teacher, peers, textbook,
online materials). The
student uses Spanish at
least 80 percent of the
time when consulting the
teacher or other students.
All of online resources
that the student accesses
are in Spanish.

The student uses many
resources in the class (34). The student attempts to
use Spanish (60-80
percent of the time).
Online resources and
websites are primarily
Spanish, with a few
English mixed in.

The student uses a
few resources in
class (2). The
student uses
Spanish about half
of the time when
talking with others.
Websites and
online resources
are mostly English
with a few Spanish
mixed in.

The student uses 1
resource in the
classroom. The
student uses
primarily English to
communicate with
others. Websites and
other online
resources are all in
English.

Student Reactions
Positive
The student makes positive verbal
statements about the class, the
activities, the materials, or the
learning approach. Body language
(e.g. sitting up, listening
attentively, and starting activities
quickly) denotes involvement
with the class. The student is
actively involved with class for
the entire class period.

Neutral
The student’s comments
about the class are neutral.
Some positive and some
negatives. The student pays
attention in class and is
engaged most of the time
without reminders or
monitoring by the teacher.
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Negative
The student makes negative
verbal statements about the class,
the activities, the materials, or the
learning approach. Body language
(e.g. slouching, sleeping, and
staring off into space) denotes
that the student is not very
engaged. The student needs
reminders and monitoring to
work.

Appendix C: Sample Interview Questions
First Interview – Sample Questions
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Describe any language learning experiences from elementary school.
Describe your language learning experiences from middle school.
Describe your language learning experiences in high school.
Describe your language learning experiences in college.
What were the methods of instruction used in your previous Spanish classes?
Did you like the methods that were used? Explain.
Did you feel that the methods helped you to learn Spanish? Explain.
What were the strengths and weaknesses of the methods used?
If you could have changed your Spanish classes what changes would you have
made?
What types of learning activities did you do in your previous Spanish classes?
What was the role of the teacher in your previous classes?
What was the role of the students?
Describe a “typical” Spanish class that you have had before.
Describe your “ideal” Spanish class.
What things did you like about your previous Spanish classes?
What things did you dislike about your previous Spanish classes?

Second Interview – Sample Questions
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What do you like the most about using El Investigador en Español to learn
Spanish?
What do you like the least?
How do you feel about using El Investigador en Español and the Internet to
learn Spanish?
How do you feel about having class in a computer lab?
What is your understanding of the “Inquiry Cycle”?
What is the purpose of the Inquiry Cycle?
What activities in class are the most beneficial to you?
What activities are the least beneficial?
How would you describe the methods of instruction used in your Spanish 202
class?
What are three things that you like about the teaching methods of the class?
What are three things that you dislike about the teaching methods of the class?
Do you feel that the teaching methods of this class have helped you to
improve your Spanish? If so, in what ways? If not, please explain.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

If you could change the class in any way, what would you change?
In class, there is quite a bit of time in which students select their own learning
activities, work on projects, etc. How do you feel about having free time in
class to individualize your learning?
What is the role of the teacher in your Spanish 202 class?
What is the role of the students in the class?
Do you think that learning through inquiry projects has personally benefited
you? Please explain.
Please compare and contrast the learning process of the first inquiry cycle
with the second inquiry cycle.
How did the second learning cycle differ from the first? How was it better?
How was it worse?

Third Interview – Sample Questions
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What do you think are the strengths of an inquiry-based approach to teaching
and learning?
What do you think are the weaknesses?
What have you learned about yourself during this study?
What have you learned about how you learn Spanish?
Do you think that this study has helped you to improve your Spanish? Please
explain.
Do you think that this study has helped you improve your general learning
skills? Please explain.
How did your Spanish 202 class help you to learn Spanish?
If you could go back and do the course over, what would you change?
If you could change the way the course was taught, what changes would you
make?
In what ways did your Spanish 202 class meet your needs and expectations for
an intermediate level Spanish class?
In what ways did the class fail to meet your needs and expectations?
Do you feel that the methods of instruction in the class were beneficial?
Would you have preferred a more “traditional” Spanish class? Please explain.
Do you think you learned as much in your Spanish 202 class as you would
have learned in a more “traditional” class? Please explain.
Have the teaching methods and learning approaches of the class impacted
your other classes in any way?
What is the most important thing you learned in Spanish 202?
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Appendix D: Course Review
Course Review 3
Code:
Date:
Please answer the following questions with as much information as possible.
1. What did you like about the activities and methods used in this Spanish
class?
2. What did you dislike about the activities and methods used in this Spanish
class?
3. Has using inquiry cycles helped you to learn Spanish? Please explain.
4. Did this class meet your expectations for an intermediate level Spanish
class? Please explain.
5. Do you feel that the methods of instruction in this class were beneficial to
you? To other students? Please explain.
6. Would you have preferred to be enrolled in a more “traditional” Spanish
class? Why or why not?
7. How has this class helped you to improve your Spanish?
8. How did you feel about having so much “free time” in class to work on
projects?
9. How did you feel about having the opportunity to choose your own topics
and projects?
10. What is the most important thing you learned in Spanish 202?
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Appendix E: Self-Assessment Guide
Self-Assessment Guide – Version 1
Section 1 – Class Participation
1. On a scale of 1-10 with 1(low) and 10(high) rate the following:
a. Active involvement and attention during grammar presentations __
b. Active participation in class (in general) __
c. Level of confidence with the grammar structures presented in class __
2. What percentage of the time did you work individually on your project? __
3. What percentage of the time did you work with a partner or in a small group
on your project? __
**Note Questions 2 and 3 should add up to 100%
4. What percentage of the time were you on-task in class? __
a. What were you doing while on-task (mark all that apply)?
1. Searching Websites ___
2. Using El Investigador en Español __
3. Using the Textbook __
4. Using a dictionary __
5. Talking with another student about the projects __
6. Writing __
7. Asking questions __
8. Other __ (please list ________________________)
5. What percentage of the time were you off-task in class? __
a. What were you doing while off-task (mark all that apply)?
1. Talking with another student about unrelated topics __
2. Surfing inappropriate web sites __
3. Checking or sending email __
4. Games __
5. Nothing __
6. Other __ (please list ________________________)
**Note Questions 4 and 5 should add up to 100%
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Section 2 – Spanish and English
1. What percentage of the time did you use English in class? __
2. What percentage of the time did you use Spanish in class? __
**Note Questions 1 and 2 should add up to 100%
3. What did you use English for (e.g. clarifying assignments, asking
questions, talking about websites, etc.)?
4. What did you use Spanish for?
Section 3 - Resources
1. What resources did you use when you had a question (mark all that apply
and indicate the number of times)?
Teacher __ # of Times __
Another student __ # of Times __
Research Assistant __ # of Times__
Online Dictionary __ # of Times __
Regular Dictionary __ # of Times __
Spanish/English Translator (Online) __ # of Times __
Websites in English __ # of Times __
Websites in Spanish __ # of Times __
El Investigador en Español __ # of Times __
Textbook __ # of Times __
Other __ (please list ___________________ ) # of Times __
2. What resources did you use to further your learning (mark all that apply
and indicate the number of times)?
Teacher __
# of Times __
Another student __ # of Times __
Research Assistant __ # of Times __
Online Dictionary __ # of Times __
Regular Dictionary __ # of Times __
Spanish/English Translator (Online) __ # of Times __
Websites in English __ # of Times __
Websites in Spanish __ # of Times __
El Investigador en Español __ # of Times __
Textbook __ # of Times __
Other __ (please list ___________________ ) # of Times __
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3. Did you use the textbook? __ If yes, for what?
4. Did you use El Investigador en Español? __ If yes, for what?
Section 4 – Homework
1. Did you complete homework assignments? __
2. What other activities did you do outside of class (in relation to Spanish)?
Section 5 – Score
1. Use the following guide to score yourself on Inquiry Cycle 2:
Excellent (30-27) Good (26-23) Minimal (22-19) Inadequate (18-15)
Self Score for Inquiry Cycle 2: __
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Self-Assessment Guide – Version 2
Section 1 – Class Participation
1. On a scale of 1-10 with 1(low) and 10(high) rate the following:
b. Active involvement and attention during grammar presentations
c. Active participation in class (in general)
d. Level of confidence with the grammar structures presented in class
2. What activities did you do in class to improve your Spanish?
3. What activities did you do in class to improve your learning in general?
Section 2 – Spanish and English
1. What percentage of the time did you use English in class? _____
2. What percentage of the time did you use Spanish in class? _____
3. What did you use English for (e.g. clarifying assignments, asking
questions, talking about websites, etc.)?
4. What did you use Spanish for?
Section 3 - Resources
1. What resources did you use when you had a question?
2. What resources did you use to further your learning?
Section 4 – Miscellaneous
1. What other activities did you do outside of class (in relation to Spanish)?
2. What did you learn about yourself as a learner during this inquiry cycle?
Section 5 – Self-Score
Use the following guide to score yourself on this Inquiry Cycle:
Excellent (30-27) Good (26-23) Minimal (22-19) Inadequate (18-15)
Self Score for Inquiry Cycle: _____
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Appendix F: Self-Reflection Sheet
Reflexión general sobre el ciclo:

Logros:

Fracasos:

Lecciones aprendidas:

Lo que me gustó:

Lo que no me gustó:

Lo que cambiaría para la próxima vez:
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Appendix G: Data Sheet
Data Sheet
Name:
Year in School:
Major:
Minor:
Prior Spanish Classes and Experiences:
College:

High School:

Method(s) of Instruction in Previous Spanish Classes:
Reason for taking this class:
Goals for this class:
Confidence Levels with Spanish:
On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 = Not very confident and 10 = very confident) rate the
following:
Ability to speak Spanish _____
Ability to understand spoken Spanish _____
Ability to read Spanish _____
Ability to write Spanish _____
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Appendix H: Useful Phrases Sheet
Source:

Developed from various pages in Foerster, S. W., Lambright, A.,
& Alfonso-Pinto, F. (2003). Punto y aparte. Boston: McGraw-Hill.

Para Conversar Mejor
Para hablar de lo que le gusta
Me gusta(n)…
Me encanta(n)…
Me interesa(n)…
Me importa(n)…

I like…
I love, really like…
I’m interested in…
I care about…

Para expresar indiferencia
Me da igual…
No me importa(n)
No me interesa(n)

I don’t care; it’s all the same to me.
I don’t care about…
I’m not interested in…

Para expresar lo que no le gusta
No me gusta(n)…
Me molesta(n)…
Me preocupa(n)…

I don’t like…
I’m bothered by…
I’m worried about…

Reacciones y recomendaciones
(No) desear que…
(No) querer que…
(No) sugerir que…
(No) esperar que…
(No) es una lástima que…
(No) sentir que…
Ojalá que…
(No) es bueno que…
(No) es importante que…
(No) es increíble que…
(No) es necesario que…
(No) es probable que…
Dudar que…
No creer que…

(No) necesitar que…
(No) recomendar que…
Creer (not subjunctive)

(No) es difícil que…
(No) es imposible que…
(No) es mejor que…
(No) es posible que…
(No) puede ser que…
Negar que…
No es cierto que…
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Expresiones útiles
Desde mi punto de vista…
(No) Estoy de acuerdo…
Tienes razón.
actualmente
desgraciadamente
seguramente
de hecho

From my point of view…
I do (not) agree…
You are right.
currently
unfortunately
surely
in fact

Conectores y palabras de transición
primero
first
segundo
second
tercero
third
después
after
durante
during
finalmente
finally
luego
then
mientras
while
por último
last of all; finally
Resultado
por eso
por esta razón
por lo tanto

therefore, for that reason
for this reason, because
therefore

Concesión
no obstante
pero
sin embargo

nevertheless
but
nevertheless

Contraste
al contrario
en cambio
por otro lado
sino

on the contrary
on the other hand, instead
on the other hand
but (rather)
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