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Abstract

This study explores the perceptions of secondary level English 
teachers on inquiry based teaching. I used phenomenological 
approach for this study and semi-structured interview was used 
for data collection which enabled me in capturing the perceptions 
of purposefully selected participants. The participants were 
four secondary level English teachers of Rupandehi district. 
Moreover, this study was based on socio-constructivism theory 
of Vygotsky. The data were analyzed using descriptive analysis 
approach. The findings of this study revealed that secondary 
level English teachers had good perceptions towards using 
inquiry-based teaching as it enhanced students’ classroom 
engagement and fostered an effective and meaningful learning 
experience. The study pointed out a number of opportunities 
in using inquiry based teaching such as active participation 
of students, developing discovery skills,  the development  of 
critical ability, creativity,  problem solving ability, reasoning 
skills, learners’ autonomy, etc.The findings also indicated 
that problem in handling technology,  lack of motivation and 
transformation, assessment issues  were the challenges while 
implementing inquiry based instruction in the classroom. The 
study is expected to have a great significance in improving the 
21st century language pedagogy using inquiry based tasks or 
problems.
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Introduction
The development of language teaching methodology has undergone several stages over the last 

century. Language teaching involves not only what to teach but also how to teach and in  ELT several 
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approaches are in practice and one of the recent approaches that engage learners actively in a knowledge-
building process through the generation of answerable questions is inquiry based teaching (Harada & 
Yoshina, 2004). It means generation of answerable questions in the classroom plays a vital role. Similarly, 
Rejeki (2017) argues that students doing inquiry learning tend to look, act, and think differently from 
students doing traditional learning. Additionally, the U. S. National Research Council (2002) describes 
inquiry in terms of its importance in investigating scientific questions and developing strategies that 
will support them as scientific learners. Real inquiry is for seeking truth, information, knowledge or 
understanding and is used in all facets and phases of life. Similarly, Pedaste and Sarapuu (2006) state that 
inquiry based learning is an approach in which learners solve problems by using their inquiry skills. In fact, 
the quality questions raised in inquiry based approach lead to discussions, interactions and collaborations 
between teachers and students that compel the students to remain active in the classroom.

I still remember my school English teachers who taught me English using question answer technique 
but they became more active themselves rather than activating their students. They gave questions, rules 
and readymade answer from the textbook which we were supposed to memorize within a given time. 
Though this kind of exposure provided us a kind of mental training, it couldn’t make us read, re-read, think 
and reflect. I have experienced learning in a more different way now than I was taught during my school 
days.

As I attended some regional and national training programs, conferences, and workshop, I realized 
that teaching learning activities should be shifted from teacher centered pedagogy to student centered 
pedagogy. Concerning the school level English curriculum of Nepal, the Ministry of Education has 
introduced communicative language teaching (CLT) in textbooks since 1995 and has also emphasized 
learner-centeredness (Tin, 2014). English is taught today under democratic conditions, not under the 
galling restraints of regimentation’ (Rai, 2003 cited in Tin, 2014). In this context of making students active 
to achieve both linguistic and communicative competence, inquiry based teaching fits the situation. This 
paper tries to find out the perceptions of secondary level English teachers on inquiry based teaching. To 
achieve answer to this objective, I seek to answer the questions 

What do secondary level English language teachers understand by inquiry teaching?
1.	What are the opportunities and challenges of using inquiry based teaching in secondary level 
English Classrooms? 

Review of Literature
This section explores the concepts of inquiry based teaching in language pedagogy, relevant 

literature related to the study and the theory of socio-constructivism that link inquiry based teaching and 
learning to the construction of knowledge and skills.
Inquiry Based Teaching in Language Pedagogy

 The fundamental concept in inquiry based teaching regards to a process of personal discovery by the 
learners. Learners or the student inquirers are guided to inquire or generate relevant questions and to come 
up with the appropriate answers through critical thinking (Ismail & Alias, 2006). There is much confusion 
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among teachers over the meaning of the term ‘inquiry’ Wheeler (2000) stated “inquiry has been referred 
to as elastic term that can be stretched and twisted to fit people's differing world views” (p.14). In inquiry 
based teaching, students become active as they undertake real problems, issues, and questions, consult 
with experts and work collaboratively. Perkins (2009) argued that students should be given opportunities 
to “play the whole game” where they can experience junior versions of how knowledge is created and 
communicated within specific disciplines. In inquiry based learning, students are invited to collaborate in 
order to create new knowledge, think critically and creatively, and to make discoveries through, reflection, 
exploration, experimentation, and trial and error” (Alberta Education, 2010). Similarly, Lee (2014) focused 
that instead of learning passively; inquiry stimulates students to actively engage in cognitive and discovery 
learning activities. Most importantly, it supports the development of learner’s cognitive and meta-cognitive 
strategies. 

In inquiry based teaching, students develop their own community where they ask questions and 
develop solution as Fauziati (2014) pointed out that students ask questions and find the answers by themselves 
with some kind of help from the teacher, technology, and their learning community. The students construct 
the knowledge by combining what they have known and what they want to know (cited in Rejeki, 2013). 
Inquiry based learning as a learner-centered approach that requires students to bear primary responsibility 
in knowledge construction and application, timely and appropriate instructional scaffolding interventions 
by the educator and/or the digital learning environment are of paramount importance (Chu et al., 2017). In 
fact, , students make meaningful and thoughtful connections to the world around them by asking questions, 
creating solutions and involving them in different project based learning in inquiry based teaching. 

In inquiry based teaching, learners independently or with little guidance of their teacher undertake 
the process of investigation and final presentations of their conclusions and reflections (Pinker, 1996). 
Similarly, Sadler (1989) illustrated that when using the type of open-inquiry, the teacher stimulates students 
to use different methods to construct knowledge either individually or in groups. Thus, the context of 
inquiry is not just the educators are concerned with but it also concerned with the cultural and linguistic 
world. Sadler (1989) also highlighted that inquiry-based teaching doesn‘t only teach students, but also they 
teach how to impact the world. This idea leads us to learn the fact that students really do the tasks and feel 
that they have learnt something in inquiry based teaching.
Constructivism and Inquiry-Based Teaching

 Research shows that social constructivism can lead to effective teaching methods because it allows 
students to work in collaboration to construct knowledge and understand it through a critical lens, with 
the support of peers (Powell & Kalina, 2009). Social constructivist theorists John Dewey, Vygotsky, and 
Paulo Freire played a vital role in the development of inquiry (Powell & Kalina, 2009). John Dewey, an 
educational philosopher and social constructivist theorist, presented a progressive approach to education 
in the 20th century. In this view, he strongly opposed rote learning because it does not allow students to 
develop critical skills or encourage curiosity. In order to prepare students for success, Dewey suggested 
that students actively make meaning of knowledge through social interaction with others to experience, 



101

understand and reflect on the process of learning (Dewey, 1938). He argued learning is a social process 
whereby students learn all the time in their environment without external control by authority (Dewey, 
1938).This idea focuses on the role of students as active participants in the process of acquiring knowledge, 
while the teacher acts as a facilitator. Paulo Freire (1970) argued against the oppressed traditional teaching 
methods, which he described as the banking concept of education. He suggested that educators reject this 
model and replace it with problem posing education, which is very much reflective of the inquiry-based 
learning model (cited in Durakoglu, 2013). In this inquiry model, both the teachers and students have equal 
power, the teacher does not have “absolute knowledge” and they both engage in dialogue to construct 
knowledge together (Durakoglu, 2013). Vygotsky (  1978) further expanded this thinking by suggesting 
that effective learning in the classroom occurs in a socio-cultural context, through social interaction and 
cooperation with peers and teachers (Cited in Powell & Kalina, 2009).Vygotsky  further emphasized the 
role of zone of proximal development, the more knowledgeable other and language development, which 
is a cultural artifact to discuss its significance in the classroom. He suggested learning in this zone occurs 
voluntarily. In inquiry based teaching, an experienced teacher or with qualified peers, through a dialogic 
process, students’ ability to comprehend knowledge increases (Lantolf& Appel, 1994). This concept 
clearly tells us that in inquiry based teaching students construct knowledge with the help of interactions 
and collaborations. They don’t receive the knowledge. 

Methodology
For the purpose of this study, I followed phenomenological design to derive meaning from the 

reality. I selected four different schools (two community and two institutional schools) from Butwal sub-
metropolitan city of Rupandehi district purposively. Four secondary level English teachers who practice 
inquiry based teaching were selected purposively as participants for the study.  Semi-structured interview 
which is the most common type of interview in qualitative social research was used as data collection 
technique to collect data First, I informed them and took permission and fixed the time for interview. Then 
I took semi structured interview to withdraw information. The interview was recorded in the zoom .After 
the collection of data through zoom interview, data were transcribed, classified and described into different 
categories under different themes.

Results and Discussion
Analysis of the data is based on phenomenological approach. Analysis of the data revealed 

three different categories: perception of teachers on inquiry based teaching, their perception about the 
opportunities of using inquiry based teaching over teacher centered approaches and finally their perceptions 
on challenges they have faced while implementing inquiry based teaching in the classroom.
Teachers’ Perception on Inquiry Based Teaching

English teachers were asked to describe and explain the perceptions of inquiry based teaching with 
the intention to learn the meaning they attached to it. Through analysis of the interview, I tried to learn 
how the participants perceive inquiry based teaching from their perspectives. The respondents were found 
to have good understanding or perception on inquiry based teaching. Regarding the perception on use of 
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inquiry based teaching in a language classroom participant ‘A’ explained, inquiry based teaching activates 
students in the class as they involve solving tasks, problems or questions with inquiry mindset exploring  
the content and  sharing their ideas. This idea strongly suggests that inquiry teaching activates the students 
in doing tasks and solving problems in the classroom as Chu et al. (2017) views that inquiry based is 
related to problem-and project-based learning, in which learners adopt an inquiry mindset in addressing 
and completing projects with a relatively open-ended set of answers as a short- term classroom activity or 
long-term assignment.

 Similarly, participant B responded inquiry pedagogy makes students involved in asking, investigating, 
creating, discussing and reflecting where they seek for teachers’ support. This response mainly highlights 
the positive perception of the participant as it is a student centered approach that activates students in the 
class making them engage in different tasks, discussions and interactions. This participant reveals the 
perception of inquiry as explained by Bruce and Bishop (2002) who suggest that an inquiry process must 
consist of five elements: ask, investigate, create, discuss, and reflect. This perception reveals that inquiry 
based teaching begins with questions and ends with reflections.

A similar perception of inquiry can be inferred from the response expressed by participant C who 
explained inquiry based teaching as an approach that emphasizes problem based learning and starts by 
questioning and discover a proper answer of a question usually in groups or community. This perception of 
inquiry reveals the meaning that inquiry based teaching in general approach that includes problem based, 
task based or project based learning. It is more clearly explained by Chu et al.(2017) as they state inquiry 
approach is related to problem-and project-based learning, in which learners adopt an inquiry mindset in 
addressing epistemic issues or in developing and completing projects with a relatively open-ended set of 
answers. Participant D explained inquiry based teaching focuses on questioning, discussing over those 
questions, collecting information from different, solving the questions and reflecting. This view intends 
to focus on the fact that inquiry approach is different from others as it primarily focuses on generating 
questions and arriving at the solutions through discussions and sharing information. This view is similar 
to what state “students focus on answering compelling questions, or getting a better understanding of the 
questions they have raised. Instructors support this process, acting as resource people and animators and 
introducing intellectual and academic skills as they are needed (Justice, et al., 2009, p.843). This view 
mentions that teachers are really resource persons and facilitators in inquiry based pedagogy.

When students are involved in questioning and solving those questions through discussions, they 
construct knowledge as Brooks and Brooks (1999) state "as long as there were people asking each other 
questions, we have had constructivist classrooms. Constructivism, the study of learning, is about how 
we all make sense of our world, and that really hasn‘t changed" (p.76). Much of constructed knowledge 
is filtered through social negotiation or distributed cognition (Brown et.al, 1995). The analysis of these 
different views of the participants on perception of teachers on inquiry based teaching clearly reveal that 
inquiry based teaching is the student centered pedagogy which focuses on the process of making students 
active through the generation of answerable questions with collaboration, discussions and  discovery of 
information.
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Why Inquiry Based Teaching?
The question of “Why inquiry based teaching?” is important, as the approach is supported by its 

effectiveness. Some believe that IBT is the most effective learning strategy because it displays ideas in 
an organic manner (Bybee, 2002, & Crawford, 2007). Likewise Bateman (1990) states that inquiry based 
teaching is more than a model for learning. It is a step towards life that encompasses student‘s engagement 
to create strategic solutions for realistic problems they face and search for. Similarly,. The participants 
expressed the similar view for question “Why do you prefer using inquiry based teaching?”  Participant A 
responded “I use inquiry based teaching as it enhances learners’ autonomy, fosters students’ curiosity and 
critical thinking power and it creates love of learning. This idea of participant A indicates that inquiry based 
teaching is used for developing independency, developing creativity, critical thinking and curiosity of the 
students. This idea of the participant is very much similar to what is expressed in Ontario (2006) “students 
are encouraged from a very early age to develop their ability to ask questions, and to explore a variety of 
possible answers. The ability to locate, question and validate information allows a student to become an 
independent, lifelong learner”(p.29).Similarly, participant B expressed a similar view as he responded I 
prefer to use inquiry pedagogy in the classroom as it enables reflection, self-learning, creativity and critical 
power of the students.  This view of the participant is similar to the view that inquiry based learning can be 
a benefit to both students and teachers alike as it allows them to be more reflective and make interpretations 
of their learning (Olagoke & Mobolaji, 2014). This concept leads us to generalize the idea that there is 
discussion, interaction , discovery and  reflection in inquiry based classroom.

Regarding the rationale behind using inquiry based teaching, participant C replied I use inquiry 
based teaching to create enjoyment in learning, provide sense of independency, and to problematize 
learning process where students derive meaning through sharing group culture. This participant focuses 
that using inquiry-based teaching with students can help them create enjoyments in learning and making 
them more positive and more independent. Moreover, inquiry-based teaching provides opportunities for 
students to develop skills they need all their lives and to cope with problems that may not have clear 
solution. This perception of the participant clearly supports the idea expressed by Kong and Song (2014) 
who found inquiry based teaching  improved in their domain knowledge learning and inquiry skills, 
especially in questioning and explanation developed skills needed to assess their own work, monitor 
progress and enjoyed taking control of their own learning. Likewise, Chu (2009) also found that inquiry 
based instruction developed high feeling of positive enjoyment, and motivation because they were able to 
control their learning in the learning process. It is revealed that inquiry based teaching results enjoyment 
and motivation in learning. 

The perception of the participants regarding the benefits of inquiry based teaching is also emphasized 
by socio constructivism theory as the theory emphasizes on social interactions. In an inquiry classroom 
students are able to participate in a dialogic process whereby they are able to reflect on their experiences and 
voice their opinions on ideas and critical issues in the world (Walker, 2013; Wadden, 2003). When a safe 
collaborative community is created within the classroom, students are more engaged and feel comfortable 
building on their peer’s opinions, they use this platform of trust to voice their own opinions (Walker, 2013; 
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Wadden, 2003). Inquiry based teaching forces students to engage in solving the questions with the help of 
their own experiences and with the help of their teachers and peers.
Challenges for Implementation

Researchers have shown that students have difficulties conducting systematic scientific investigations. 
Data gathering, analysis, interpretation, and communication are all challenging tasks that are made more 
difficult by the need for content-area knowledge (Kraijcik et al., 1998).  On the basis of the information 
obtained from the participants, I have categorized challenges into three sub- themes; technology related, 
assessment related and motivation and transformation related challenges.
Transformation and Motivation Related Challenges

Research studies have explored that motivation is a primary factor affecting inquiry based 
instruction. Edelson and his colleagues (1999) addressed that motivation is the first challenge in IBL. In 
order to motivate learners, they argue that teachers should include topics of interest that will foster a better 
focus in their investigations (Edelson et al., 1999). Regarding my question to the participants about the 
challenges they faced in inquiry based instruction, participant A stated “Transforming the students from the 
teacher centred instruction to inquiry based instruction and motivating them to the process of investigation, 
analysis and interpretation is a big challenge. This opinion of the participant clearly shows that motivating 
and transforming the students in the process of inquiry is the serious challenge for the teachers. This idea 
is strongly supported by Trautmann, MaKinster, and Avery (2004) who explained that lack of resources 
and educational support concerned with the issue of motivation for some teachers to engage students in 
this form of learning.

Regarding this issue, participant B mentioned, students find inquiry process especially generating 
open ended questions more difficult and don’t seem to be more motivated. They want everything from 
teachers like in teacher centered approach. This perception of the participant clearly shows that students 
in a language classroom still want readymade materials and questions from the teachers and pushing 
them towards the process of generating questions is a serious threat for the teacher. When students are 
not sufficiently motivated or are not motivated by legitimate interest, they either fail to participate in 
inquiry activities or they participate in them in a disengaged manner that does not support learning. In 
their findings, Puk and Haines (1998) found that students are not well motivated as many teachers do not 
implement inquiry because they do not know how to teach it. They claimed teachers are not trained well, 
and do not understand the importance of this form of instruction.
Assessment Related Challenges

 The aim of this assessment is not to assess but to help the students in identifying their problems and 
suggesting solution. Related to IBLL, the teacher can conduct formative assessment while teaching and 
learning activities occur. Heritage (2010) argues that the given feedbacks in formative assessment is most 
effective when it is focused on the task and provides the students with suggestions, hints, or cues, rather 
than offered in the form of praise or comments about the performance ( cited in Rejeki,2013)

One of the greatest concerns for teachers in implementing inquiry-based instruction is the fear of 
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losing control, control of instruction, control of students, and control of the class. All these activities go 
out of control if assessment techniques are not authentic.  Regarding the question related to challenges, 
participant C responded: Assessing the students has been a great issue in a language classroom at the 
present time and this has become more serious issue in student   centered pedagogy like in inquiry based 
instruction. This participant raised the problem of assessing students in inquiry based instruction. He also 
indicated that evaluating students’ knowledge is another challenge as we need to follow continuous or 
formative assessment rather than summative one.

Assessment in an inquiry classroom differs from that of a traditional classroom in that it is based 
on the child’s growth throughout the learning process as opposed to perceived outcomes (Wadden, 
2003). Regarding the issue of assessment participant D replied students prefer summative evaluation for 
assessing the performance but in inquiry based assessment authentic continuous assessment is needed for 
true evaluation. This participant expressed the idea that teachers try to evaluate the performance through 
continuous formative assessment but students prefer traditional summative assessment which is another 
serious challenge for teachers. Teachers are stepping back from using “formal testing” and placing more 
emphasis on using portfolio conferencing as a form of assessment that will hold students accountable for 
learning in inquiry classrooms (Wadden, 2003). In this regard, Dumont et al., (2010) identify three elements 
of assessment: performance assessment, evaluation tools and formative assessments each of which play a 
critical role in inquiry based learning to solve the problem.
Technology Related Challenges

 It is widely believed that through the integration of technology into the curriculum, students can 
improve linguistic skills, and at the same time they can learn different perspectives on a topic, different 
cultural aspects, and develop social skills. Technology is radically transforming teaching and learning, as 
inquiry-based digital information resources and creative tools are made available to learners, schools, and 
educators (Chu et al., 2017).Regarding the question asked about challenges, participant A replied “All 
schools don’t have well equipped classes for inquiry activities to take place. All teachers and students don’t 
have access to technological resources. Some teachers are still unaware of using technology in inquiry 
based teaching.This participant mainly talked about the problem of the availability of the technological 
tools and the problem of teachers’ efficiency in using the technological resources. In this context, Edelson 
et al. (1999) state that the technologies and activities of inquiry-based learning must fit within the practical 
constraints of the learning environment, such as the restrictions imposed by available resources and fixed 
schedules.

Regarding this question related to the challenges of implementing inquiry based teaching, participant 
B explained, Most of the teachers are unable to handle technology related inquiry activities. Investigation, 
analysis and interpretation process of inquiry activity sometimes have to be supported by technological part. 
This view of the participant also supports the idea that handling technology is one of the serious problems 
of implementing inquiry based instruction. This view is well supported by Crippen, and Archambault, 
(2012) as they emphasize that  to take advantage of these new technologies to benefit student learning, 
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teachers need to become aware of their existence, learn how to use them, and become comfortable with 
the methods by which they are implemented for both classroom and home use. It becomes quite clear now 
that like in other approaches, technology related problems also create difficulty in inquiry based pedagogy. 

 Conclusion and Implications
The findings of this study clearly indicate that teachers of secondary level had a good understanding 

or perception on inquiry based teaching as an approach that makes students active, motivates towards 
collaborating and cooperating, makes students autonomous, develops critical and creative ability.  It was 
also perceived that inquiry-based teaching is a profitable learning model to inductively teach students the 
skills of 21st century by focusing on researching and being autonomous learners. Despite having some 
challenges for implementation, inquiry based instruction can be used in the classroom successfully with the 
help of technology, awareness on training teachers, and with alternative assessment system in evaluation. 

The findings of this study are believed to have some practical implications. First, this study will 
have a profound impact on my research practice, in that I now feel more committed to continue researching 
strategies I can effectively use to improve my own teaching practice in using inquiry-based teaching 
and learning. Secondly, assessment system in inquiry based teaching could be based on continuous and 
formative assessment and it is for more for assistance rather than for assessment. Third, scaffolding 
support could be provided to students in developing driving questions and students should go through 
an information-seeking process. Fourth, implication could be that both students and teachers should be 
familiar with handling modern technology for effective inquiry based teaching and learning. Finally, as 
this qualitative study mainly explored the secondary level English teachers’ perceptions of inquiry based 
instruction; further research can take place in different levels following quantitative or mixed methods or 
any other paradigms in different areas of inquiry for enriching our understanding in the pedagogy.
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