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uman beings alone are uniquely cre-
ated to think and question, and have
an amazing propensity to learn
through sharing ideas, teaching one

another, and looking for answers.1 Contrast
this view of learning with the historic (tradi-
tional) instructional approach, founded in
Western Europe more than 900 years ago:
the teacher who arrives in the classroom
with a bag of books and a brain full of re-
hearsed, hackneyed facts, and proceeds to
dispense these facts to a passive, acquies-
cent audience of learners.  

in genesis, we read that god created
adam and Eve in his image and likeness.2

that likeness was not only physical but also
spiritual and mental.3 they were endowed
with an intellect similar to their Creator’s. god
intended that the first couple and their off-

spring should grow in relationship with him
and develop intellectually to attain the high-
est possible levels that humans can reach.4

god, the Creator, was adam and Eve’s
teacher in the Eden school, where he estab-
lished the pattern for true Christian educa-
tion.5 By giving adam the opportunity to
name each of the animals,6 he created a
stimulating and challenging learning environ-
ment in which he encouraged his pupils to
observe, pose questions, identify problems,
conduct inquiry, and discover solutions. god
freed adam and Eve to be creative and to ex-
perience a sense of well-being and meaning-
fulness in the learning process. 

Solomon’s encounter with god7 while still
a young king exemplifies god’s desire to ac-
tively involve learners. this experience pre-
pared Solomon as a lifelong learner, problem
solver, and wise king. By reflecting god’s ex-
ample of true education, the inquiry approach

invariably results in deep engagement, which
develops creative learners who are endowed
with the essential skills to think scientifically
and critically.

as Christian educators, god expects us to
follow the example of the Master teacher in
providing learning opportunities that include
inquiry-based critical thinking for the stu-
dents he entrusts to our care. questions
bring clarity to problems, define issues, and
engage young people in substantive learning.
this approach parallels a method that Jesus
used. in fact, we find that Jesus used 213
separate questions in the gospels.8 he used
compelling questions to clarify spiritual
truths, draw out responses, and combat his
detractors.9 george knight quotes John a.
Marquis, who opined, “teaching is not telling
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because a great deal of our telling elicits no
mental response.”10 in Christ’s inductive, ana-
lytical approach, he incorporated questions
that made his listeners think. his intent was
to develop, not control minds.11

generating powerful, essential questions
is an integral part of critical thinking. identify-
ing the components of thinking can provide a
framework for formulating essential ques-
tions. using inquiry in the context of applying
the elements of critical thinking is an appro-
priate tool in that mind development process.

the purpose of this article is to explore
benefits and challenges of an inquiry-based
approach within the paradigm of critical
thinking in higher education. We have exam-
ined the biblical roots of an inquiry approach
and will define inquiry and discuss its impor-
tance in a critical-thinking context. Further,
we will cite examples of the application of
the critical-thinking/inquiry approach in
higher-education institutions, identify class-
room delivery challenges, and finally present
a framework for practical applications.

Inquiry Approach Defined
Providing a precise definition for inquiry is

a challenge since teaching practices use sev-
eral variations of inquiry-based learning. the
most common variations include: problem-
based learning, project-based learning, and
case-based learning.12 Examining the similari-
ties and differences of each of these ap-
proaches extends beyond the confines of this
article. however, each approach shares the
common characteristic of a student-centered
approach in contrast to a teacher-centered
(traditional) approach. inquiry-based learning,
across all levels of education, is based on the
philosophy of John dewey13 and by definition
emphasizes a student-centered, active learning
approach that focuses on questioning, critical
thinking, and other metacognitive functions. in-
quiry-based instruction provides balance to
traditional instruction because it focuses more
on involving students in the learning process. it
gives students the opportunity to analyze their
thinking and learning processes. it goes be-
yond what they know to how they have come
to know, and helps them understand how they
learned the things they know. it makes them
more efficient and effective learners.

instructors utilizing the inquiry approach

generally engage in more formative assess-
ment of student learning; that is, asses -
sing learning during instruction in order to
strengthen student understanding. thus,
formative assessments occur continuously
during instruction. Summative assessment,
on the other hand, is usually applied at the
end of an instructional cycle. One of its pur-
poses is helping to determine grades. inquiry-
driven instructors often use rubrics (grading
guides) for both formative and summative
assessments because they help to clarify ex-
pectations and take the mystery out of the
assessment process. 

instructors utilizing the inquiry approach
are more likely to view students as: 

• actively involved in learning and con-
struction of knowledge rather than passive
recipients; 

• able to systematically analyze and eval-
uate their thinking and consider others’ view-
points rather than randomly reflecting or dis-
missing others’ thoughts14;

• able to develop the skills of critical
thinking and questioning in the mastery of
content, rather than being limited to mastery
of content through memorization15;

thus, within the framework of critical
thinking, inquiry is viewed as raising essential
questions that lead to lifelong learning. in
fact, according to Elder and Paul, “it is not
possible to be a good thinker and a poor
questioner.”16

The Importance of Inquiry
in traditional classroom settings, students

are less prone to ask questions, but rather
listen and repeat expected answers. While
traditional, direct instruction and related
teacher-centered approaches can be effec-
tive and do have a place in the learning
process, they should not dominate or exclude
inquiry approaches. this is especially impor-
tant in the 21st century, when access to huge
volumes of information is practically at our
fingertips. Processing volumes of information
for useful and meaningful application re-
quires a systematic approach such as in-
quiry-based learning within the framework of
critical thinking. For example, students can
easily retrieve vast quantities of data from
the World Wide Web. however, they need the
critical-thinking filters to sort through the in-
formation, extract the essence, and eval- 
uate the quality. in addition to drawing from
printed text, students must be equipped to
read between the lines and off the page. they
need to develop the ability to raise questions,
identify concepts, evaluate information, make
inferences and draw conclusions, and utilize
inquiry skills. 

inquiry is not so much identifying the
right answer but engaging in the process of
seeking to understand principles that lead to
appropriate resolutions to questions and is-
sues. according to Elder and Paul, “questions
define tasks, express problems, and delin-
eate issues. they drive thinking forward. Only
when an answer generates further questions
does thought continue as inquiry. a mind with
no questions is a mind that is not intellectu-
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ally alive.”17 this concept is especially mean-
ingful in higher education and can be used in
all disciplines. “Every field stays alive only to
the extent that fresh questions are generated
and taken seriously as the driving force in
thinking. When a field of study is no longer
pursuing significant answers to essential
questions, it dies as a field. to think through

or rethink anything, one must ask the ques-
tions necessary to thinking through the logic
of that thing, clearly and precisely.”18

Inquiry Approaches in Higher Education
a review of the literature reveals emer-

gent research in inquiry-based instruction at
the higher-education level. researchers have

focused primarily on k-12 classrooms, em-
phasizing Science, technology, Engineering,
and Mathematics (StEM). however, 21st-cen-
tury educators must prepare thinkers and in-
novators in a variety of fields. tertiary-level
educators must assume their share of the re-
sponsibility for equipping students to: apply
essential questions as tools in the learning
and critical-thinking process, and to apply
principles for formulating, analyzing, assess-
ing, and settling primary questions. these
inquiry skills are the essence of student-
centered learning, across the subjects (e.g.,
science, technology, engineering, economics,
psychology, history, religion, the arts, and
other subjects). 

a growing body of literature in higher edu-
cation reports that exposure to inquiry-based
teaching approaches is related to significant
gains in performance on tests of critical
thinking and facilitates higher levels of cogni-
tion for students, who develop a process to
better understand principles and concepts.19

greenwald and quitamado20 state that in-
quiry-based teaching is a method that ideally
reflects the application of critical-thinking
skills.

the adoption of critical-thinking/inquiry
approaches at several colleges and universi-
ties suggests its increasing value to the
learning community. Many of the clearly de-
lineated approaches to critical thinking/in-
quiry approaches are associated with a man-
date of the Southern association of Colleges
and Schools regional accrediting association
(SaCSCOC) in the united States, in its initia-
tion of the quality Enhancement Plan (qEP).
this requires all member institutions to im-
plement a five-year plan that addresses a
well-defined topic pertaining to the enhance-
ment of student learning outcomes.21

While our research suggests this particu-
lar regional accreditation initiative is cur-
rently the only one of its type and structure
in the united States, we believe the value of
such an initiative is not dependent on exter-
nal requirements, and merits implementation
as an integral part of the academic process
of any higher-education institution. Within
this context, Oakwood university in hunts -
ville, alabama, developed a quality Enhance-
ment Plan approved by the Southern associ-
ation of Colleges and Schools: Commission
on Colleges that addresses critical-thinking
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development through writing and prepares
instructors to embed critical-thinking con-
cepts in selected general-education courses
with plans for continued implementation
throughout the university curriculum. the
preparation was based on a metacognitive
approach that utilized the Paul and Elder22

critical-thinking framework. the framework
involved an online course in critical-thinking
concepts and instructional applications, and
cross-disciplinary interaction in workshops
and seminars. this article will briefly de-
scribe the framework, focusing on inquiry-
based strategies. 

Examples of the implementation of criti-
cal-thinking/inquiry approaches in higher
education suggest purposeful integration of
this approach at the university level. the uni-
versity of louisville in louisville, kentucky,
has an active critical-thinking program that
reflects the inquiry approach within its
framework. it provides resource materials,
workshops. and small-group sessions foster-
ing cross-disciplinary conversations about
critical thinking.23 Surry Community College
in dobson, north Carolina, focuses on im-
proving student learning outcomes by using
critical-thinking/inquiry processes that go
beyond traditional lecture and rote memo-
rization.24 Florida Memorial university in
Miami gardens, Florida, has embedded criti-
cal-thinking skills in five general-education
courses by using a framework that includes
inquiry techniques.25

While not exhaustive, this sampling of
higher-education programs that have
adopted a critical-inquiry approach to stu-
dent learning does illustrate the multiple con-
texts in which a critical-thinking/inquiry ap-
proach is being implemented.26

Challenges to Implementing Inquiry in
Higher Education

We have addressed inquiry as a meaning-
ful approach to teaching and learning that
seeks to promote deep understanding and
active involvement in the learning process.
We have identified its biblical roots and
pointed out its powerful effect as a method
used by Christ, the Master teacher. however,
implementing the inquiry approach as a natu-
ral part of an academic environment may
present a number of challenges such as the
following: 

• lack of understanding of the deeper na-
ture of inquiry-based learning; 

• Moving inquiry from the theoretical to a
perspective that is basic to how instructors
view their students, their discipline, and their
teaching practices; 

• lack of a practical framework that iden-
tifies the components of critical-thinking/in-
quiry; 

• lack of a common language in analyzing
and evaluating inquiry applications; and 

• insufficient preparation and learning re-
sources. 

these challenges may be overcome
through deliberate planning, in a collegial
manner, effortful awareness of the useful-
ness of the framework, buy-in by faculty,
training, practice, and monitoring.

An Approach to Implementation
to help teachers master the challenges of

implementing an inquiry approach, we present
essential questions within the framework of
elements of critical thinking, also referred to as
elements of thought. Many possibilities exist
for organizing a systematic approach to ques-
tioning. We have selected one based on the el-
ements of thought, which are question-gener-
ating concepts. these elements are tools that
represent principles for formulating, analyzing,
and evaluating primary questions. appropri-
ately used, they promote a view of students as
active learners, are applicable across subject
areas and disciplines, and provide a common
language for teaching and learning. 

For example, in a literature, Bible, history,
psychology, math, or any other class, the in-
structor may ask students to read a chapter
of the textbook and use the eight elements to

Figure 1.
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do a critical analysis of the text they read.
Students would then identify the author’s
purpose, the viewpoints considered, assump-
tions, implications for the reader, the informa-
tion the author is using, the inferences and
conclusions proposed, concepts involved in
the discourse, and the questions at issue.
these elements apply equally to the writing
process. Furthermore, the instructor may ask
students to consider some or all eight ele-
ments of thought as identified in the work of

Elder and Paul27: purpose, point of view, as-
sumptions, implications, information, infer-
ences, concept, and question (see Figure 1 on
page 48).

“analyzing essential questions is vital
to excellence in thought. When we analyze
we break the whole into parts. Success in
thinking depends, first of all, on our ability to
identify the components of thinking. We can
discipline our questioning by asking essen-
tial questions focused on those compo-

nents.”28 this approach to inquiry teaching
can be integrated into a course using steps
similar to those used in instructional design
for any subject. the general categories of
instructional design include the following:
identifying goals/objectives, developing an
instructional plan, and designing assign-
ments and assessments. table 1 illustrates
a process for inquiry in instructional design
within the framework of the elements of
thought.

Instructional Design
Components

Goals and Objectives

Instructional Plan

Questions to Consider
During Activities and
Assignments

Elements of Thought and
Inquiry in Analyzing the Logic
of Any Subject

What is the main Purpose or
goal of studying this subject?
What are people in this field try-
ing to accomplish?

What kinds of Questions do
they ask? What kinds of prob-
lems do they try to solve?

What sorts of Information or
data do they gather?

What are the most basic ideas,
Concepts, or theories in this
field?

What do professionals in
this field take for granted or
Assume?

Science (Example)

To figure out how the physical
world operates through system-
atic observation and experimen-
tation.

What can be figured out about
how the physical world operates
by observation and experimen-
tation?

Facts that can be systematically
gathered about the physical
world.

The workings of the physical
world as predicative and under-
standable through carefully de-
signed hypotheses, predictions,
and experimentation reflective of
biblical accounts of Creation.

That there are laws at work in
the physical world, some of
which can be figured out
through systematic observation
and experimentation reflected in
the biblical view of creation.

History (Example)

To create a “story” about the
past that captures its dynamics
and helps us make decisions
about the present and plans for
the future.

What happened during this par-
ticular time period and in this
particular place in the past that
can help us understand current
events and make future deci-
sions?

Important information from the
past gathered in the attempt to
devise an account of the dy-
namics of the past.

The past as understandable
through careful study and inter-
pretation.

That there are important pat-
terns and information in the past
that can be figured out through
systematic observation, study,
and interpretation and that can
help us live better in the future.

Table 1. Elements of Thought and Inquiry in Instructional Design Across Disciplines

Adapted from Linda Elder and Richard Paul, The Thinker’s Guide to Analytic Thinking: How to Take Thinking Apart and What to Look for When You Do (Tomales, Calif.:
The Foundation for Critical Thinking, 2012): http://www.criticalthinking.org.
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Table 2. Components of Thought and Sample questions

Components of Thought

1. Questioning Purposes: All thought reflects an agenda or purpose.
Questions that focus purpose include the following:

2. Questioning Questions: All thought is responsive to a question.
Questions that focus on questioning are:

3. Questioning Information: All thought presupposes an information
base. Questions that focus on information in thinking include the
following:

4. Questioning Inferences and Conclusions: All thought requires the
making of inferences, the drawing of conclusions, and the creation of
meaning. Questions that focus on inferences include the following:

5. Questioning Concepts and Ideas: All thought involves the
application of concepts. Questions that focus on concepts in think-
ing include the following:

6. Questioning the Assumptions: All thought rests upon assumptions.
Questions that focus on assumptions in thinking include the follow-
ing:

7. Questioning Implications and Consequences: All thought is
headed in a direction. Questions that focus on implications include
the following:

8. Questioning Viewpoints and Perspectives: All thought takes place
within a point of view or frame of reference. Questions that focus on
point of view in thinking include the following:

Sample Questions

• What are we trying to accomplish?
• What is our central agenda?
• What other goals do we need to consider?

• Is this the best question to focus on at this point, or is there a
more pressing question we need to address?
• What important questions are embedded in this issue?
• The question in my mind is this: How do you see the question?

• On what information are you basing that comment?
• What experience convinced you of this? Could your experience
be distorted?
• How do you know this information is accurate? How could we
verify it?
• Have we failed to consider any information or data?

• How did you reach that conclusion?
• Could you explain your reasoning?
• Is there an alternative plausible conclusion?
• Given all the facts, what is the best possible conclusion?

• What is the main idea you are using in your reasoning? Could
you explain that idea?
• Are you using the appropriate concept, or do you need to re-
conceptualize the problem?
• Is the question a legal, a theological, or an ethical one?

• What exactly are you taking for granted?
• Why are you assuming that? Should you rather assume some-
thing different?
• What assumptions underlie your point of view? What alternative
assumptions might we make?

• What are you implying when you say . . . ?
• Are you implying that . . . ?
• If we do this, what is likely to happen as a result?
• Have you considered the implications of this policy (or practice)?

• From what point of view are you looking at this?
• Is there another point of view to consider?
• Which of these possible viewpoints makes the most sense, given
the situation?

Table adapted from Linda Elder and Richard Paul, The Thinker’s Guide to The Art of Asking Essential Questions (Dillon Beach, Calif.: The Foundation of Critical
Thinking, 2006):5-8: http://www.criticalthinking.org.



the elements of thought can be applied
to a wide range of assignments and class-
room activities such as exploring a topic of
study, making a presentation, writing a paper,
examining an author’s work, reflecting on a
service-learning activity, and similar activi-
ties. in completing assignments and activi-
ties, students engage in responses to com-
pelling questions that they generate using
elements of thought as a guide.

table 2: Components of thought and
Sample questions29 provides a brief example
of how questions generated within the
framework of critical-thinking elements can
guide a critical-thinking approach to inquiry.
the descriptions and examples provided here
address the challenges to implementation of
inquiry-based learning. Preparation for imple-
menting such a program can be adapted to
the institution’s needs and resources.

the critical-thinking/inquiry-based
framework provides a variety of powerful
questions that can be communicated as a
common language across disciplines, class-
rooms, students, and instructors.30

Conclusion
We have discussed an approach to in-

quiry in higher education within the context
of critical-thinking components. Our frame-
work provides a systematic approach to
learning that is concise and reflects essential
analytic questions. Examples of this ap-
proach in higher-education institutions sug-
gest a growing appreciation for its strengths
in facilitating deeper understanding that out-
weigh the challenges. applications of the in-
quiry-based approach can be found in biblical
accounts of teaching and learning from Cre-
ation to Christ’s teaching and also in Ellen g.
White’s writings. 

White declared: “Every human being,
created in the image of god, is endowed
with a power akin to that of the Creator—
individuality, power to think and do. . . .
it is the work of true education to develop
this power; to train the young people to
be thinkers, and not mere reflectors of other
people’s thought.”31
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