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1

I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Matter of Inquiry-Based Learning 
in Higher Education

Stacey L. MacKinnon and Beth Archer-Kuhn

W  elcome to Reigniting Curiosity and Inquiry in Higher Education: 
A Realistic Guide to Getting Started With Inquiry-Based Learning! 
As university professors, we are by nature curious inquirers. 

Stacey L. MacKinnon is an associate professor of social psychology at the 
University of Prince Edward Island (UPEI), while Beth Archer-Kuhn is an 
associate professor in the Faculty of Social Work at the University of Calgary. 
When a sabbatical opportunity brought us together through the Taylor 
Institute for Teaching and Learning, our mutual passion for curiosity-driven 
learning and exploration of inquiry-based learning (IBL) approaches began 
a research collaboration that has expanded the way we, and others, look at 
teaching and learning.

While working on our own IBL scholarship of teaching and learning 
(SoTL) projects, we joined together with the support of a grant from the 
Taylor Institute for Teaching and Learning to explore “risk and trust” in 
inquiry-based learning in higher education (IBL-HE). In November 2018, 
with support from a Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
(SSHRC) Connection Grant, we gathered 32 professors, students, research-
ers, and educational developers from across Canada, the United States, 
and the United Kingdom for Reigniting Curiosity and Inquiry in Higher 
Education: A Working Conference. We spent 3 days intensely discussing 
the available research and shared our own experiences with university stu-
dents asking (or not asking) questions. In the end, the group concluded that 
encouraging research on IBL-HE is slowly beginning to emerge and univer-
sities have already begun promoting experiential, inquiry-based approaches 
to learning explicitly in their courses, curricula, and institutional identities 
(e.g., McMaster University, University of Calgary, University of Michigan, 
University of Colorado, University of British Columbia, Emory University, 
Elon University, Queen’s University, University of Prince Edward Island).
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2  INTRODUCTION

As instructors on the front lines, we need a realistic view of how IBL 
works in higher education (HE) contexts, the challenges we face in incorpo-
rating IBL into our classrooms, and what we can do to support the mindsets 
and skills transfer needed for students to take the lessons of IBL-HE with 
them after graduation.

The field lacks a research-based, practical resource that will inspire 
 people to incorporate more inquiry into students’ learning but also guide 
them through the pitfalls and challenges students and professors face when 
bringing meaningful inquiry into our classrooms.

This is that resource.
Fortunately, we can begin to build our IBL-HE practice with the 

encouragement of a wealth of research on the success of IBL as a pedagogy 
in K–12 classrooms. IBL is very effective in enhancing students’ ability to 
inquire, research proficiently, and solve problems—the top three charac-
teristics that employers seek in employees (Coplin, 2012). IBL can help 
students critically evaluate the information they receive (Archer-Kuhn, Lee, 
Hewson, & Burns, 2020; Hairida, 2016). IBL enhances content retention  
(Archer-Kuhn, Lee, Finnessey, et al., 2020; Richmond et al., 2015); increases 
the motivation to learn (Wang et al., 2015); improves overall learning 
and self-confidence (Wall et al., 2015); and is generally enjoyed by stu-
dents (Ural, 2016), leading to greater student engagement ( Archer-Kuhn, 
Wiedeman, & Chalifoux, 2020; Smallhorn et al., 2015).

While this is reassuring, we cannot automatically assume that our incom-
ing college and university students have experienced IBL in the past (most 
have not) or that IBL works in the same way in higher education as it does 
in K–12. The postsecondary experience presents a unique constellation of 
circumstances that make taking intellectual risks, such as engaging in IBL, 
more challenging to achieve. These circumstances include 

 short semesters (4 months to 1 week)
 larger classes (30–100-plus students)
 high-stakes and outcome focus, in which students and professors feel 

the pressure of goal achievement in the service of career development 
(Boyle & MacKinnon, 2016; Shin & Jung, 2014)

 unrealistic expectations and negative stereotypes of what learning in 
higher education will/should be (Bunce et al., 2017; MacKinnon, 2017)

Research into IBL in HE is comparatively limited. The majority of it appears 
in academic journals that are discipline specific and often focus on profes-
sional programs (e.g., engineering, preservice teaching, nursing,  business). The 
research tends to focus on very specific projects rather than the fundamentals 
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INTRODUCTION  3

of  IBL as a whole (see Summerlee, 2018, for an exception), and the emphasis 
tends to be on grades and retention as the key outcome variables (e.g., England 
et al., 2017; Kogan & Laursen, 2014).

Rather than a firm set of step-by-step instructions, we view IBL-HE as 
a very flexible pedagogy guided by a set of eight fundamental principles that 
include having a curiosity mindset; being student-driven; focusing on col-
laboration not competition; balancing content and process (metacognition); 
scaffolding; reflecting and critical reflection; embracing the discomfort of 
new learning (managing anxiety; building trusting relationships; and devel-
oping peer, instructor, and external support); and expecting to learn from 
your students. Unlike specific “how-to” stepwise pedagogies, these principles 
can be applied in any discipline, at any level of higher education.

We emphasize the importance of both students and instructors develop-
ing a learning mindset grounded in curiosity as a key component for knowl-
edge transfer and application of inquiry skills. If we want our students to 
carry their knowledge and skills forward into other classes, as well as their 
personal and professional learning experiences, then we need to reignite 
and strengthen their “desire to inquire” by grounding our classroom learn-
ing experiences in students’ curiosity as well as modeling our own. To our 
knowledge, there is no other book currently on the market that addresses 
why and how to engage in IBL in HE, both pedagogically and with a focus 
on developing a curious, inquiring mindset to facilitate knowledge transfer 
and use across the life span.

The purpose of this book, therefore, is to give higher education instruc-
tors at any career stage, and in any discipline, a realistic guide to incorporat-
ing curiosity- and inquiry-based learning into their classrooms, not only as a 
pedagogical tool, but also as a mindset, attitude, or “desire to inquire” that can 
be developed and strengthened, resulting in greater likelihood of lifelong and 
life-wide learning. The chapters reflect our many years of experience in plan-
ning, implementing, mentoring, and researching curiosity and IBL in HE 
in our own fields and across disciplines. The content also reflects knowledge 
garnered from SoTL research, including our own published works. We hope 
they will encourage you to consider your IBL-HE explorations as rich soil 
for SoTL investigation and publication as well.

The realistic focus of this book is also unique, in that it gives hope and 
room for growth over multiple iterations of IBL in the higher education 
classroom rather than expectations that it either “works or it doesn’t,” or 
“if it worked once it will work the same way next time.” The reality is that 
there aren’t “10 easy steps to success in IBL by tomorrow,” and if you are 
doing it right, it should shift and change from class to class, course to course, 
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4  INTRODUCTION

or cohort to cohort as your students change and you learn more about how 
to navigate their curiosity and inquiry.

In our experience, IBL-HE is a distance event, not a 100-yard dash. 
We encourage you to take your time and go at your own pace with 
IBL-HE, taking the time to reflect on what is working and what needs 
 adjustment. We have each experimented with IBL-HE in different ways, 
including as an activity in a course, as an assessment task, and as the basis for 
an entire course. To support understanding and implementation of IBL-HE, 
each chapter in this book integrates stories and vignettes of the practical 
application of IBL-HE. Additionally, our website includes a number of 
resources we recommend to support you in navigating and developing your 
own IBL-HE pedagogy. Whether you start small with an activity in a course 
(structured) and scaffold your IBL-HE practice into something much larger 
such as the whole course (structured and guided) as Beth has done or you 
jump right in to open IBL as a major project and figure it out as you go as 
Stacey did, the key is to recognize that wherever you start, good IBL prac-
tice is about always reflecting, always evolving. That’s part of what makes 
IBL-HE so engaging, not only for students but for us as instructors as well!

This book is divided into six parts. Part One consists of two chapters 
(1–2) that lay out our view of IBL-HE as appropriate for use in any discipline 
and at any level when guided by a set of fundamental principles (chapter 1) 
and the importance of grounding IBL-HE in the first of those fundamental 
principles, the development or reigniting of a curiosity mindset for both stu-
dents and instructors (chapter 2).

Part Two consists of three chapters (3–5), each of which addresses a 
foundational decision you as the instructor will have to make in designing 
your IBL-HE experience. These include how you can start from scratch or 
adapt assignments you already use to be more IBL-oriented (chapter 3), how 
much IBL you want to incorporate into your practice as you get started and 
how structured/scaffolded you want these IBL experiences to be for your 
students (chapter 4), and what kinds of assessment options IBL-HE lends 
itself to (chapter 5).

Part Three consists of four chapters (6–9), each of which addresses 
practical ways to get your students engaged in IBL-HE. These include how 
to get students to participate and ask questions (chapter 6), how to help 
them choose research methods for IBL-HE projects (chapter 7), the learning 
process (metacognition) and what you and your students should reflect on 
(chapter 8), and how to provide the type of feedback students need for suc-
cess in IBL-HE (chapter 9).

Part Four consists of four chapters (10–13), each of which addresses the 
importance of building the kind of supportive relationships that encourage 
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INTRODUCTION  5

IBL-HE to thrive. These include building trust in the IBL-HE classroom 
(chapter 10), incorporating the community into your IBL-HE practice 
(chapter 11), finding mentoring and communities of practice for yourself 
and your students (chapter 12), and developing institutional support for suc-
cessful IBL-HE (chapter 13).

Part Five consists of four chapters (14–17), each of which discusses in 
depth the big picture goals of IBL-HE, what successful IBL-HE looks like, 
and the outcomes that you can expect to see in your classroom. These include 
increased student engagement and pride in learning (chapter 14), increased 
social justice focus in and even out of the classroom (chapter 15), academic 
and personal transformation (chapter 16), and strengthening of the lifelong 
and life-wide learning mindset (chapter 17).

We end the book with several detailed examples of IBL-HE projects 
using different levels of structure and scope, which you can use for inspira-
tion in designing your own learning experiences. These include “Structured 
Controversy” (a structured one-time activity that is a great first step in the IBL 
process; Appendix A), “The Curiosity Project” (an open IBL major semester-
long project; Appendix B), “First Year Inquiry Studies” (a full-semester IBL 
course scaffolded from structured to guided, to open inquiry; Appendix C), 
and “IBL in Block Week and Group Study” (scaffolded,  structured, guided, 
and open IBL, but in a shorter time frame; Appendix D). Appendix D is 
 presented in a table to reveal the interaction of course content with the 
IBL-HE process by class (day/week) and how to situate assessment tasks 
throughout the course. Appendix E is a collection of other helpful resources 
we have found; you can find many others by visiting our website.

Each chapter opens with the key points or messages. Throughout each 
chapter you will find personal stories and anecdotes, examples, and discus-
sions of issues. Because this book is designed to get you started, we not only 
address the questions you may have but include questions at the end of each 
chapter that you will want to reflect on in order to jump-start your IBL-HE 
adventure!

Ultimately, this book is intended for those who value work that is well 
researched, both empirically and through iterative experience, and who are 
interested in hearing the authors’ voices echoing through. We see this book 
as the closest we can get to inviting each and every reader to sit at our table, 
have a cup of tea or coffee, and become part of our curiosity and inquiry 
community of practice. To that end, you will hear both of our voices emerge 
throughout this book. Our contributions to this book are reflected in our 
side-to-side authorship rather than a traditional hierarchy. Some chapters we 
wrote individually based on our experience and expertise; others we wrote 
collaboratively, as they are issues we have grappled with together over the past 
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6  INTRODUCTION

5 years. You will also hear the voices of IBL colleagues and students from a 
variety of disciplines and institutions. We hope it will inspire you to want to 
pursue curiosity- and inquiry-based practices in your classrooms, to under-
stand the reality that encouraging curiosity and inquiry is a challenge on a 
number of levels but worth it, and to share with you the ways we have devel-
oped to move over and beyond those “speed bumps,” facilitating the kind of 
knowledge and attitude transfer necessary for lifelong and life-wide learning.

Remember, fostering curiosity through inquiry-based teaching, when 
done well, is never “finished.” This is a constantly evolving process of asking 
questions (learning from the students where they are); reflecting (figuring 
out how to support students to find their way); and providing meaning-
ful feedback so that students might find answers to their inquiry questions 
and spark new ideas. This book includes useful strategies for implementa-
tion, as well as why IBL can work, and how sharing curiosity and inquiry 
with  students can make higher education professors even better learners and 
 leaders themselves.

So, pull up a seat, grab your mug, and remember we are excited to hear 
your voice join ours via our website as you begin your journey into IBL-HE. 
Now let’s talk about Reigniting Curiosity and Inquiry in Higher Education!

Cheers,
Stacey and Beth

Postscript: A Bit About What Brought Us Here

Stacey L. MacKinnon: Jumping Into IBL

My interest in IBL initially emerged in 2010 from my experience of 
 watching my toddler explore her world and take great pride in her discover-
ies. I had already been a very successful professor for 7 years at that point, 
and as I returned to the classroom after maternity leave, I wondered how it 
was that higher education students, who had likely been as curious as she was 
when they were children, became so uninvested in their own learning. Was it 
possible to reignite that curiosity and stoke their “desire to inquire”?

In 2011, I began by designing The Curiosity Project for my 2nd-year 
social psychology course, jumping straight into open inquiry and refining 
the learning experience as the term and years progressed. As The Curiosity 
Project grew and developed, I noted that many of my students initially 
lacked either the skills of inquiry or the willingness to ask questions and 
be reflective, so in 2015, I began designing a nondiscipline-specific course 
for 1st-year students that would explicitly teach them the inquiry skills and 
attitudes necessary to become an effective inquiring learner in a hands-on 
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INTRODUCTION  7

environment full of opportunities for practice and growth. This marked the 
birth of UPEI 1020 Inquiry Studies as one of the three choices for a required 
course on our campus.

At the same time, I began working toward turning my 3rd- and 
 4th-year classes into IBL-HE experiences, a task made much easier by the 
fact that so many of my students from The Curiosity Project were seek-
ing out more IBL-HE opportunities and were willing to experiment with 
me on ways to further incorporate IBL into our learning experiences. In 
2019, I took The Curiosity Project and my 4th-year inquiry-based course 
online and found that the change in medium was not an issue in continu-
ing our learning through IBL. My next focus is introducing more elements 
of IBL-HE into my 250-plus student introductory courses both in person 
and online.

Rather than formal training, my initial learning about IBL-HE was 
almost exclusively garnered in the moment, reading, talking with colleagues 
and students, and experimenting in my classes. My journey through IBL-HE 
has indeed been my own curiosity project! As my interest grew, I began 
attending workshops and conferences focusing on IBL, and within a short 
period of time, I began leading those workshops myself. I also developed a 
close relationship with the Right Question Institute and not only learned 
from them but have shared my work on inquiry in higher education with 
their members across many disciplines and levels of education. I am a life-
long and life-wide learner whose work in creating IBL-HE experiences and 
researching IBL-HE in the classroom has become a life’s work. I wish you the 
joy I have experienced and continue to experience in working with students 
in IBL-HE classrooms!

Beth Archer-Kuhn: Learning About IBL

During my doctoral studies, I understood that if I wanted to excel as an 
academic, I would not only need to learn to develop excellence in research, 
but also to be skillful as an instructor. To this end, and starting in 2011, 
I enrolled in six courses where I earned levels 1 and 2 of the University 
Teaching Certificate (UTC) program. These courses focused on theoretical 
knowledge, course design, and practical skills of teaching at a postsecond-
ary level. It was here that I was first introduced to IBL. As a requirement of 
one of the courses, we were asked to choose a specific teaching and learning 
strategy and teach it to the class. Our group chose IBL, and since none of 
us had experience with IBL, we first had to learn about it. Through this first 
exposure, I could see immediately how I might begin to introduce IBL into 
my, then, sessional teaching.
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8  INTRODUCTION

In my teaching over the next several courses, I used an activity in the 
course called “Structured Controversy” (Archer-Kuhn, 2013). It is not 
quite an IBL activity, since the topics are chosen for the students and the 
activity is not solely student-driven learning, yet, as a teaching and learn-
ing  strategy, Structured Controversy has some components of IBL (begins 
broadly, then narrows; students learn critical questioning habits of mind; 
collaborative learning increases diversity of thoughts, negotiation) and 
can help prepare students for IBL. The level of student engagement with 
Structured Controversy was inspiring, and I wanted to learn more about 
implementing IBL. After utilizing it as a favorable class activity, I shifted it 
to an assessment task. Student excitement, engagement, and critical think-
ing, all outcomes of the Structured Controversy, encouraged me to pursue 
further learning of IBL.

Over the past 10 years, IBL has become my preferred pedagogical 
method. This book will take the reader through the ways in which I have 
implemented IBL at all levels of degree programs, including Bachelor of 
Social Work (BSW), Master of Social Work (MSW), and PhD, using face-
to-face courses on campus, in community, during study abroad, and virtu-
ally online. I relate these teaching strategies to student outcomes that I have 
identified through my SoTL research. I will illustrate how this approach to 
IBL-HE, although somewhat different than Stacey’s approach, still uses the 
same IBL fundamental principles and focuses on key student outcomes we 
have identified as our goals: encouraging a curiosity-based mindset, learning 
and practicing inquiry skills, focus on process, writing to learn, critical analy-
sis, interdependent learning, and an opportunity to apply these mindsets and 
skills to real-world issues.

Two final thoughts: One, as we complete this first of what we hope 
to be a series of books on IBL-HE, I am thrilled to know that the Faculty 
of Social Work at the University of Calgary has made a decision to shift 
their pedagogy in social work field education to IBL. What a wonderful 
opportunity for the students and indeed the whole faculty to encourage a 
growth mindset. Two, I have noticed over the last 10 years that IBL is not 
for everyone. Indeed, it is a lot of work! Yet, for those interested in support-
ing students to be lifelong learners, those who want to encourage students 
not what to learn but how to decide what to learn and how to go about that 
learning, then IBL-HE may be the pedagogy you have been seeking.
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