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W or k i n g  w i t h  yo u n g  a d o l e s c e n t s  i s  o n e
of the most invigorating, excit ing and demanding
ch o i c e s  f o r  b u d d i n g  e d u c a t o r s.   E n a b l i n g
p r e - s e r v i c e  t e a ch e r s  t o  m e e t  t h e  ch a l l e n g e s
o f  w o r k i n g  w i t h  a  p o p u l a t i o n  i n  t h e  m i d s t
o f  w o n d r o u s  a n d  c o n f u s i n g  c h a n g e s  r e q u i r e s
programs specially designed to provide background
in fo r ma t ion ,  expe r i ence s ,  and  p r a c t i c a l  s k i l l s
t o  h e l p  t h e m  s u c c e e d  ( M c E w i n  &  D i c k i n s o n ,
1 9 9 7 ;  S c a l e s ,  1 9 9 2 ;  S c a l e s  &  M c E w i n ,  1 9 9 4 ) .
I n  t h i s  a r t i c l e ,  I  d e s c r i b e  a n  i n q u i r y - b a s e d
prac t i cum tha t  i s  pa r t  o f  a  p re - se r v i ce  t eacher
education program at (masked University Name)
designed for e lementary or  secondary educat ion
m a j o r s  w h o  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t e a c h i n g  m i d d l e
s c h o o l .   T h e  p r o g r a m  w a s  d e s i g n e d  t o  m e e t
established guidel ines for middle level education
( N a t i o n a l  M i d d l e  S c h o o l  A s s o c i a t i o n ,  2 0 0 1 ;
Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support
C o n s o r t i u m ,  1 9 9 2 )  a n d  i n c l u d e s  a  t h o r o u g h
study of the nature and needs of young adolescents
and  midd le  g rades  cur r i cu lum and  ins t ruc t ion ,
as  wel l  as  an interdisc ipl inary major ,  specia l ized
m e t h o d s  c o u r s e s  a n d  e a r l y  a n d  c o n t i n u i n g
e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  m i d d l e  s ch o o l s .

W hy  a n  I n q u i r y - B a s e d  A p p r o a c h ?

T h e  i n q u i r y - b a s e d  p r a c t i c u m  w a s  c r e a t e d
t o  g i v e  s t u d e n t s  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  e n g a g e
i n  a  t e a c h i n g  a n d  l e a r n i n g  m e t h o d  t h a t  f e w
of them have experienced.  Because the “apprenticeship
of  obser vation” (Lortie,  1975) is such a powerful
i n f l u e n c e  o n  h o w  n e w  t e a c h e r s  w i l l  t e a c h ,
u s i n g  t h i s  s t r a t e g y  w i t h  p r e - s e r v i c e  t e a ch e r s
i s  c r i t i c a l  i f  w e  w a n t  t h e m  t o  e m p l o y  i t  i n
t h e i r  f u t u r e  c l a s s r o o m s.

T h e  i n q u i r y  p r o j e c t  i s  a l s o  a n  e x a m p l e
o f  h o w  t o  c r e a t e  c u r r i c u l u m  t h a t  i s  s t u d e n t -
c e n t e r e d  a n d  r e l e v a n t .   B e c a u s e  o u r  s t u d e n t s
r e a d  a b o u t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  t h i s  a p p r o a c h
d u r i n g  t h e i r  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  m i d d l e  s c h o o l s
c o u r s e  r e a d i n g s  ( f o r  e x a m p l e  M c D o n o u g h ,
1 9 9 1 ) ,  t h i s  g i v e s  t h e m  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  s e e
s u c h  a n  a p p r o a c h  i n  a c t i o n .   F u r t h e r ,  t h i s
approach prepares  s tudents  to  engage  in  future
act ion research (Mar t in-Kniep,  2000)  and he lps
to  es tab l i sh  the  sk i l l s  they  w i l l  need  to  become
reflective practitioners who can identify important
q u e s t i o n s ,  g a t h e r  a n d  a n a l y z e  d a t a  a n d  m a k e
d e c i s i o n s  a b o u t  t h e i r  t e a ch i n g.

T h e  i n q u i r y  f o c u s  o f  t h e  p r a c t i c u m  i s  a l s o
des igned to meet  the  fo l lowing essent ia l  NMSA
( 2 0 0 1 )  s t a n d a r d s :

Standard 3 :   Middle  leve l  teacher  candidates
unders tand  the  ma jor  concepts ,  p r inc ip le s ,
t h e o r i e s ,  s t a n d a r d s ,  a n d  r e s e a r c h  r e l a t e d
to  midd le  l eve l  cur r i cu lum and  assessment ,
and they use this knowledge in their  pract ice.
I n d i c a t o r  S i x  –  K n o w  h o w  t o  i n c o r p o r a t e
a l l  young  ado le scen t s ’  i dea s ,  i n t e re s t s ,  and
e x p e r i e n c e s  i n t o  c u r r i c u l u m .

Standard 5 :   Middle  leve l  teacher  candidates
u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  u s e  t h e  m a j o r  c o n c e p t s ,
p r i n c i p l e s ,  t h e o r i e s ,  a n d  r e s e a r c h  r e l a t e d
t o  e f f e c t i v e  i n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  a s s e s s m e n t ,
a n d  t h e y  e m p l o y  a  v a r i e t y  o f  s t r a t e g i e s
fo r  a  deve lopmen ta l l y  app ropr i a t e  c l ima t e
t o  m e e t  t h e  v a r y i n g  a b i l i t i e s  a n d  l e a r n i n g
s t y l e s  o f  a l l  yo u n g  a d o l e s c e n t s.   I n d i c a t o r
One - Understand the principles of instruction
a n d  t h e  r e s e a r c h  b a s e  t h a t  s u p p o r t s  t h e m .
I n d i c a t o r  Two  –  K n ow  a  w i d e  va r i e t y  o f
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teaching, learning, and assessment strategies,
a n d  w h e n  t o  i m p l e m e n t  t h e m .  I n d i c a t o r
F i v e  –  U n d e r s t a n d  w a y s  t o  t e a c h  t h e  b a s i c
concepts and skills of inquiry and communication.

Standard 7 :   Middle  leve l  teacher  candidates
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  c o m p l e x i t y  o f  t e a c h i n g
young adolescents, and they engage in practices
and behaviors that develop their  competence
as professionals.   Indicator One:  Understand
their  evolv ing role  as  middle  level  educat ion
p r o f e s s i o n a l s .

P r o g r a m  C o n t e x t

We  o f f e r  a  s e r i e s  o f  s p e c i a l i z e d  c o u r s e s
t h a t  l e a d s  t o  a  s t a t e - r e c o g n i z e d  e n d o r s e m e n t
i n  m i d d l e  l e v e l  e d u c a t i o n .   T h e s e  c o u r s e s
i n c l u d e  a n  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  m i d d l e  s c h o o l s
class,  a middle school curriculum and instruction
c l a s s ,  t h e  i n q u i r y - b a s e d  p r a c t i c u m  a n d  a n
optional ser vice-learning practicum and seminar.
O n  t h e  f i r s t  d a y  o f  t h e  i n t r o d u c t o r y  c o u r s e
s t u d e n t s  b r a i n s t o r m  a  l i s t  o f  q u e s t i o n s  t h e y
wou ld  l i k e  to  an swer  abou t  s choo l s ,  s t uden t s ,
t e a c h i n g ,  a n d  c u r r i c u l u m .   T h e s e  q u e s t i o n s
help to shape our discussions and field experiences,
and set the stage for the inquiry-based practicum.
Fo l l ow i n g  t h e  i n t r o d u c t o r y  c o u r s e ,  s t u d e n t s
r e g i s t e r  c o n c u r r e n t l y  f o r  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  a n d
i n s t r u c t i o n  c o u r s e  a n d  i n t e n s i v e  p r a c t i c u m .
I n  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  c o u r s e ,  s t u d e n t s  l e a r n  t h e
f u n d a m e n t a l s  o f  l e s s o n  a n d  u n i t  p l a n n i n g
a n d  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  s t r a t e g i e s ,  a n d  c o m p l e t e
an  in te rd i sc ip l ina ry  t eam-des igned  cur r i cu lum
p l a n .

T h e  I n q u i r y - B a s e d  P r a c t i c u m  A p p r o a c h

The three-credit practicum course is designed
t o  p r o v i d e  a n  e a r l y  f i e l d  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  h e l p
s t u d e n t s  a s s e s s  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t  i n  t e a c h i n g  t h i s
a g e  g ro u p.   I n  a d d i t i o n ,  s t u d e n t s  c o m p l e t e
a n  i n q u i r y  p r o j e c t  f o r  w h i c h  t h e y  d e f i n e  a
q u e s t i o n  t h e n  g a t h e r  a n d  a n a l y z e  d a t a .   T h e
major  goals  of  the course inc lude:   1)  obser ving
and ref lect ing on instruct ion in  middle  schools ;
2 )  t e a c h i n g  b o t h  s m a l l  a n d  l a r g e  g r o u p s  i n

the c lassroom; 3)  complet ing a  research project
d e s i g n e d  t o  h e l p  s t u d e n t s  l e a r n  m o r e  a b o u t
m i d d l e  s c h o o l s ;  a n d  4 )  t h o r o u g h l y  a s s e s s i n g
t h e  d e s i r e  t o  wor k  w i t h  e a r l y  a d o l e s c e n t s.
T h e  s t u d e n t s  m e e t  w e e k l y  i n  a  s e m i n a r  c l a s s
t o  s h a r e  p r a c t i c u m  e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d  d e f i n e
t h e i r  r e s e a r c h  p r o j e c t .

T h e  4 0 - h o u r  f i e l d  e x p e r i e n c e  f r a m e s  t h e
cou r s e .   S t uden t s  a r e  a s s i gned  to  one  o r  more
carefully selected teachers according to students’
ant ic ipated areas  of  endorsement .   To re inforce
e l e m e n t s  o f  r e f l e c t i v e  p r a c t i c e ,  s t u d e n t s  a r e
required to keep a weekly ref lect ive obser vat ion
journa l  and  to  r e spond  to  log  ques t ions  posed
i n  t h e  t e x t  ( Po s n e r ,  1 9 9 6 ) .   E a ch  we e k ,  b o t h
t h e  j o u r n a l  a n d  t h e  c h a p t e r  q u e s t i o n s  f o c u s
on a different theme such as “f irst  impressions,”
“ t e a ch e r s ,”  o r  “ s t u d e n t s .”   I n  t h e i r  j o u r n a l s ,
s t u d e n t s  f o l l ow  a n  e t h n o g r a p h i c  f o r m a t  o f
r e c o r d i n g  o b s e r va t i o n s  i n  o n e  c o l u m n ,  a n d
r a i s i n g  q u e s t i o n s  o r  p o s i n g  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s
in an adjacent column.  To synthesize observations
a n d  r e f l e c t i o n s ,  s t u d e n t s  m e e t  o n  c a m p u s
w i t h  t h e  p r a c t i c u m  s u p e r v i s o r  o n e  h o u r  p e r
w e e k  t o  d i s c u s s  c o n t e n t i o u s  i s s u e s  r a i s e d  b y
e a ch  we e k ’s  t h e m e .

The central element of the intensive practicum
c o u r s e  i s  a  s t u d e n t - d e s i g n e d  i n q u i r y  p r o j e c t .
F a c i l i t a t i n g  s u c h  a n  a p p r o a c h  i n  a  o n c e  p e r
w e e k  s e m i n a r  i n  a  1 0 - w e e k  q u a r t e r  s y s t e m
i s  a  c h a l l e n g e ,  b u t  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  s t e p - b y -
s t e p  p r o c e s s  h a s  b e e n  s u c c e s s f u l .   D u r i n g
t h e  f i r s t  s e s s i o n  o f  t h e  s e m i n a r ,  a n  ove r v i e w
to the inquiry learning cycle is provided (Henderson,
2 0 0 1 ;  M a r t i n e l l o  &  C o o k ,  2 0 0 0 )   To  b e g i n
t h e i r  ow n  p r o c e s s  o f  i n q u i r y,  s t u d e n t s  f i r s t
r e f l e c t  o n  q u e s t i o n s  t h e y  e x a m i n e d  d u r i n g
t h e  i n t r o d u c t o r y  c o u r s e  a n d  t h e n  b r a i n s t o r m
p o s s i b l e  i n q u i r y  t o p i c s  a b o u t  l i f e  i n  m i d d l e
s ch o o l s .   T h e  t o p i c s  t y p i c a l l y  r a n g e  f r o m
ques t ions  about  s tuden t s  and  pa ren t s  to  those
about teachers, curriculum, classroom management
and a  wide  rang e  of  midd le  school  approaches.
Students write their  quest ions down on prepared
“ q u e s t i o n  c a r d s ”  a n d  p r e s e n t  t h e m  t o  o n e
a n o t h e r  d u r i n g  c l a s s .   A s  t h e y  p r e s e n t ,  t h e y
e l a b o r a t e  o n  t o p i c s  o f  i n t e r e s t  a n d  t o g e t h e r
t h e y  c r e a t e  a  c o n c e p t  we b,  w i t h  c a t e g o r i e s
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generated and labeled by students.   The questions
a r e  c o l l e c t e d  by  t h e  i n s t r u c t o r ,  t y p e d  u p,
a n d  e m a i l e d  t o  t h e  c l a s s .   I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e y
t h e n  r e v i e w  t h e  l i s t s  o f  p o t e n t i a l  r e s e a r c h
t o p i c s  p r o v i d e d  b y  t h e  i n s t r u c t o r  t h a t  a r e
d r aw n  f r o m  A  2 1 s t  C e n t u r y  R e s e a r c h  A g e n d a
( N a t i o n a l  M i d d l e  S c h o o l  A s s o c i a t i o n ,  1 9 9 7 ) .
Students are asked to return to class the following
we e k  w i t h  t h e i r  f i ve  t o p  q u e s t i o n s.

D u r i n g  t h e  s e c o n d  c l a s s  s e s s i o n ,  a  q u i c k
shar ing  of  s tudents ’  top  ques t ions  i s  presented
t o  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  r a n g e  o f  i s s u e s  o f  i n t e r e s t .
T h i s  t y p i c a l l y  n a r r o w s  o u r  l i s t  t o  3 - 5  m a j o r
top ic  a reas.    S tudents  a re  then  asked  to  loca te ,
r e a d ,  a n d  b r i n g  i n  a  s c h o l a r l y  a r t i c l e  o n  t h e i r
t o p  t o p i c  c h o i c e  f o r  t h e  n e x t  c l a s s  s e s s i o n .
At  the  th i rd  mee t ing ,  we  d i s cus s  the  s t r eng ths
a n d  w e a k n e s s e s  o f  w h o l e - c l a s s  a n d  s m a l l -
g ro u p  i n q u i r y,  a n d  d e t e r m i n e  i f  o n e  o r  m o r e
t o p i c s  w i l l  b e  p u r s u e d ,  a n d  w h i c h  t o p i c s  w i l l
b e  t h e  f o c u s.

Once  a  t op i c  i s  d e t e r m ined ,  s t uden t s  pose
f u r t h e r  q u e s t i o n s  t o  e x p l o r e  b e f o r e  f i n a l l y
c h o o s i n g  a  c e n t r a l  q u e s t i o n  f o r  t h e  i n q u i r y
project.  Because the question choice determines,
to some extent ,  the methodolog y of  the inquir y,
t h a t ,  t o o,  i s  d i s c u s s e d  u n t i l  t h e  c l a s s  r e a ch e s
consensus on the approach to be taken.   Student
cohor t s  have  used  open-ended  ques t ionna i res ,
i n t e r v i e w s,  a n d  s u r ve y s  t o  g a t h e r  d a t a  f o r
t h e i r  i n q u i r y  p r o j e c t s .

O n c e  t h e  p r o j e c t  i s  d e f i n e d ,  s t u d e n t s  t a k e
charge  to  o rgan ize  t a sk  a s s i gnments ,  e s t ab l i sh
t i m e l i n e s ,  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  o f  t h e
r e s e a r ch  s c r i p t ,  d a t a  c o l l e c t i o n  f o r m s,  a n d
data tabulat ion through a dynamic group process
i n  w h i c h  t h e  i n s t r u c t o r  i s  i n v o l v e d  a s  b o t h
g ro u p  m e m b e r  a n d  l e a d e r .   T h e y  a r e  a l s o
asked to each locate an addit ional  four scholar ly
art ic les  about the chosen topic .   Data col lect ion
i s  f a c i l i t a t e d  a t  t h e  p r a c t i c u m  s c h o o l s  a n d
s t u d e n t s  a r e  r e q u i r e d  t o  i n c l u d e  a t  l e a s t  t w o
stakeholders in their sample.  This gives students
a  c l e a r  f o cu s  and  encou r age s  t h em to  i n t e r a c t
with a wide range of people in schools ,  including
s t u d e n t s ,  t e a ch e r s ,  c o u n s e l o r s  a n d  p a r e n t s.

W h i l e  e n c o u r a g i n g  s t u d e n t  o w n e r s h i p  o f
the  inqu i r y  p ro j ec t ,  the  s emina r  l e ade r  r e t a in s
a n  i m p o r t a n t  r o l e  i n  wor k i n g  w i t h  s t u d e n t s .

The  i n s t r u c to r  mus t  a s s i s t  i n  e s t ab l i s h i ng  t h e
c r i t e r i a  t o  e n s u r e  s t u d e n t s  p o s e  a  “ g o o d ”
q u e s t i o n ,  a n d  p r ov i d e  e n o u g h  i n f o r m a t i o n
about research methods and background sources
o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  e a ch  t o p i c  t o  e n s u r e
t h a t  t h e  s t u d e n t s ’  s t u d y  w i l l  b e  m e a n i n g f u l .
By the  end of  the  quar ter ,  s tudents  are  requi red
to tabulate their data set and write an interpretive
r e p o r t  w h i c h  i s  s u b m i t t e d  f o r  a  g r a d e .

In the f ive years  we have used this  approach,
student groups have successfully defined interesting
q u e s t i o n s  a n d  a p p r o a ch e s  t o  d a t a  g a t h e r i n g.
Two groups have presented their inquiry projects
at National Middle School Association conferences
( H a r w o o d ,  E v e r h a r t ,  M o o n ,  &  P r u s s ,  2 0 0 1 ;
H a r w o o d ,  B r i m e r ,  B o u m a ,  F r a z i e r ,  M a d s e n ,
S t e i n k a m p,  &  Z a c ch e o,  1 9 9 9 )  a n d  a  t h i r d
presented at a state-level conference.  Participation
i n  p r o f e s s i o n a l  c o n f e r e n c e s  h e l p s  s t u d e n t s
see  how they  can  cont r ibu te  to  the  profes s ion ,
a n d  b r i n g s  t h e m  i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  a n  i n s p i r i n g
r a n g e  o f  p e o p l e  a n d  i d e a s.

I n  t h e  i n q u i r y - b a s e d  p r a c t i c u m ,  s t u d e n t s
a r e  m o t i v a t e d  b y  c h o o s i n g  t h e i r  o w n  t o p i c s ,
and  they  l ea rn  a  lo t  about  the  re sea rch  process
i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  l e a r n i n g  a b o u t  s c h o o l s  a n d
t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  i n h a b i t  t h e m .   Fo r  s o m e  o f
o u r  s t u d e n t s  t h i s  f i e l d  e x p e r i e n c e  p r o v e s  t o
be  the  p ivota l  po in t  in  the i r  dec i s ion  to  pursue
a  c a r e e r  a t  t h e  m i d d l e  l e v e l .   T h o s e  w h o
w e r e  q u e s t i o n i n g  t h e i r  d e c i s i o n  w i l l  e i t h e r
f ind i t  conf ir med or  re jected by this  exper ience.
A n d  f o r  m o s t  s t u d e n t s ,  t h e  c o u r s e  i g n i t e s
t h e i r  e x c i t e m e n t  t o  p u r s u e  o t h e r  e x p e r i e n c e s
w i t h  m i d d l e - l e ve l  s t u d e n t s.
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