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Working Toward Conscious
Competence: The Power of Inquiry
for Teachers and Learners

T

his is my valedictory CODA column. (There’s another issue in
this editorial cycle, but that CODA
will be guest written.) For sixteen years
I’ve composed some version of this column for Voices from the Middle. I started
this gig in the year 2000 with Volume
8—we are now in Volume 23. That’s
fully half of my teaching career and over
two-thirds of the life of Voices, my favorite
professional and practitioner journal. I’ve
worked with three different sets of editors and lots of other wonderful people.
Thank you all! Now, I’m going to grab
one last chance to improvise on the theme
of inquiry—for teachers and students.

Inquiry Defined
Inquiry is defined in various ways. But as a term
of art in cognitive science it is the rigorous apprenticeship into disciplinary expertise and meaningmaking. It is learning how to solve problems and
design solutions by using the stances and strategies of expert practitioners.

The Effectiveness of Inquiry Teaching
I must mention that John Hattie (2013), in his influential review of teaching treatments and techniques, rates inquiry as having a relatively low
effect size. This is because he conflates inquiry
as rigorous cognitive apprenticeship with other

kinds of “inquiry” such as open-ended studentdiscovery learning. This is a mistake.
There are many studies that demonstrate the
case for inquiry as cognitive apprenticeship both
in professional practice and in student learning.
The gold standard is the study Successful School
Restructuring conducted by Fred Newman and
his colleagues at the University of Wisconsin
(Newman & Wehlage, 1995; Newman & Associates, 1996). Involving 23 schools and more
than 2300 students, learners were found to have
significantly higher engagement and achievement on challenging tasks when they learned in
an inquiry environment. Inquiry practices were
shown to have more positive impact on student
performance than any other factor, including
prior achievement and background.
I’ve also made the data-based case (see, e.g.
Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; 2006; Wilhelm, 2007)
that inquiry is the most powerful teaching model
for motivating learners and assisting them with
learning. As Newman’s studies would support,
along with the seminal work of George Hillocks
(1986), inquiry is also the best method for developing the profound procedural/strategic competences required by the Common Core and,
indeed, all next-generation standards and assessments worldwide. Inquiry, as a teaching methodology but also as a stance of teacher reflection and
research, is also how teachers grow in capacity.

The Power of Teacher Inquiry:
Working Toward Conscious
Competence
Teacher inquiry works toward conscious competence. Conscious competence doesn’t mean that
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every lesson runs like clockwork. It does mean
that you pay attention to students and their learning. It does mean that when something works
well, you have an idea why and how to keep doing it. When things don’t go well, you have an
idea why and a repertoire for addressing and improving the situation. Throughout this process,
one builds a robust theory of teaching and learning and a wide and flexible repertoire of teaching
techniques for enacting the principles of one’s
practice. This process is one of investigating and
reflecting on one’s teaching, trying out new ideas
and framing experiments, and constantly building knowledge about students, about learning,
and about teaching.
In National Writing Project Summer Institutes, our central project is creating teaching
demonstrations that articulate and enact transferable principles of practice. We work toward
conscious competence.

Inquiry as the Hallmark of
Professional Practice
Understanding, in current cognitive science,
is the capacity to justify what has been learned
through evidentiary reasoning and to transfer
this understanding in application to different situations. Understanding is conscious and justified
competence.
Inquiry is the capacity to recognize and
frame problems, find and generate relevant data,
read and evaluate data, analyze and see patterns
in data, interpret and come to data-driven conclusions, justify and represent what has been
learned, share how to apply what is learned so it
provides ways forward, solutions, and services to
others. It is the process of reflecting and learning from experience, of outgrowing oneself, and
improving one’s capacities over time: in other
words, inquiry is the process of understanding.
For teacher expertise, being an inquirer
means that you are constantly learning from specific students and groups how best to teach them,
as well finding that you are part of a community
of practice, that you are continually developing
your practical expertise over time.

Multiple Levels of Inquiry

59

In my mind, the most successful school will practice inquiry at multiple levels. Such a school will
feature teachers
Ñ UÑ V >L Å>ÓäiçÑ°>ÅÓV°>ÓÑÑVÅi>ÓÑ
meanings with students and learning from
students how to teach them better;
Ñ UÑ i>ÑÑ>VÓ ÑÅiÈi>ÅV]ÑÓÅçÑiåÑ>Vtions and interventions, creating conscious
competence and principles of practice,
always extending their repertoires; and
Ñ UÑ °iÅ>ÓÑ>ÈÑ°ÞLVÑÓiiVÓÞ>È]ÑÅi>`ing research together, deprivatizing their
practices, and working as thinking partners
by sharing their instructional moves, student
work, and action research.
Such a school will feature students
Ñ UÑ V >L Å>ÓäiçÑiæ° ÅÑºÞÅçÑÓ °VÈÑ
with each other and with their teacher and
other experts, working together to create
knowledge and usable, revisable, extensible,
and archival knowledge artifacts and social
action projects;
Ñ UÑ `iäi °ÑV ÈV ÞÈÑV °iÓiViÑåÓÑ
threshold concepts and procedures for
learning, problem solving, and meaning
making that can be developed and honed
throughout a lifetime; and
Ñ UÑ ºÞÅÑÓ ÑÓiÅÑ åÑÅi>`Ñ>`ÑåÅÓing, learning about expert practice, monitoring their own progress, and sharing expertise with others through modeling and peer
response.
Ñ UÑ ÞÈÑ>ÈÈiÈÈiÓÑas learning: constantly
reflecting on their work and analyzing their
processes in order to improve them. These
students will create daily deliverables that
reveal what they know and can do, as well as
their areas of productive struggle.

The Bottom Line!
Inquiry leads to deep understanding and use of
concepts. If you aren’t teaching and learning for
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conscious competence and application, then why
are you teaching and learning? Inquiry provides
the additional benefits of fostering imagination, joy, and the pursuit of wisdom (Wilhelm
& Novak, 2013). Inquiry is the most powerful way forward and must be part of our daily
craft as reflective practitioners and professional
knowledge-makers, as well as part of our work as
collaborative fellow learners with students being
apprenticed into the expert practices of readers,
composers, and problem solvers of all kinds.

Newman, F., & Wehlage, G. (1995). Successful school
restructuring: A report to the public and educators
by the Center on Organization and Restructuring of
Schools. Madison, WI: Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System and Document service,
Wisconsin Center for Education Research.
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competence; (2) the implications of communicative competence for second language teaching; and (3) ways in which the teacher can
begin to make a foreign language program more meaningful.Â But . . . the inquiry method is not designed to do better what older
environments try to do. It works you over in entirely different ways.Â This understanding of error as exploration is crucial, if we are to
begin sincerely to make progress toward the development of programs which teach and test communicative competence.Â Crucial to
his model of what should go ou between teacher and learner is the concept of community, a living dynamic where members relate with
one another in a common learning task and no one member has any special power. Communicative competence can guide our teaching
decisions toward that end, let's learn how to develop Learner Communicative Competence.Â In our blog today, weâ€™ll discuss each
competency as it relates to speaking, what that means for teachers, and how you can approach them in your ESL classes. Grammatical
or Linguistic Competence. This is more or less the technical aspect of English that includes structure, lexis, and pronunciation. Iâ€™m
pretty sure we can all agree that linguistic competency is foundational and that our students can improve in this area. Indeed, most
students Iâ€™ve met realize they need to improve in this area. Sadly though, some teachers tend to over-emphasize this area to the
grief of their learners. conscious-competence model (Howell 1982). First, it will. review the concept of complexity in business simulation
and. other forms of experiential learning, summarizing the. complexity paradox, the simplicity paradox, and the. mechanism by which
they impact on learning effectiveness. Second, it will introduce the conscious-competence model. as a framework for understanding the
complementary roles. played by the cognitive (Bloom, et. al.Â In the context of experiential learning, working. definitions of complexity
at times have been vague or even. left undefined, as if the reader should know what. Linguistic competence (also referred to as
"grammatical competence") is historically the most thoroughly discussed component ofour CLT model and, for this reason, our present
description of it will be brief. It comprises the nuts and bolts of com-munication: the sentence patterns and types, the constituent
structure, the morphological inflec-tions, and the vocabulary as well as the phonologi-cal and orthographic systems needed to realize
communication as speech and writing (see Appen-dix 1).Â However, in their zeal to give social and notional-functional aspects
oflanguage proper con-sideration in CLT, many CLT proponents neglected linguistic competence and accepted the premise that
linguistic form emerges on its own as a result of learners'... Globally competent students can articulate the significance of their questions
and know how to respond to these questions by identifying, collecting, and analyzing credible information from a variety of local, national
and international sources, including those in multiple languages. They can connect the local to the global, for example, by explaining
how a local issue like their school recycling program exemplifies a global process far beyond their backyards.Â Educating students for
global competence requires substantive, developmentally appropriate engagement over time with the world's complexities. Learning
about and with the world occurs within and outside of school, and it is the work of a lifetime. Globally competent students are life long
learners.

