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“Sir, can we teach Year 12 again?” – Getting Year 7 to focus on independent enquiry
When I first started teaching fourteen years ago I used to think that I was encouraging independent enquiry. I remember putting together a book box and gathering resources for a unit of work called ‘Journey Round the Roman Empire’. It was carousel-based series of lessons which resulted in students finding out about different parts of the Roman Empire. Looking back now, all I see is a series of lessons where children copied diagrams of hypocausts and produced posters with copious amounts of bubble writing. A sister enquiry, ‘Journey Round Industrial Britain’ produced equally pointless drawings of the spinning jenny, Arkwright’s mill, and chunks of copied text. There was hardly any learning evident. Shocking!
Nowadays, rigorous independent enquiry is at the centre of my professional practice.  Independent enquiry underpins the National Curriculum for History at Key Stage 3. The rationale for History states that pupils should ‘ask and answer important questions about the past’. Key Process 2.1, ‘Historical Enquiry’, states that pupils should be identifying and investigating historical questions, making and testing hypotheses, refining and reflecting critically on the process. The material presented here focuses on four key areas of independent historical enquiry in the context of Key Stage 3. It is based on some approaches and strategies that I developed for a Year 7 group working on women’s suffrage in Britain.
Creating interest and building initial knowledge
· In any enquiry, it’s important to fire students’ curiosity at the outset.  I introduced the subject of women’s suffrage with the photograph of two suffragettes who had had themselves posted to 10 Downing Street. The PowerPoint slides (Resource 2) show the photograph and the clues I gave to enable students to work out what was going on. The puzzle element of this picture really engaged students. When they found out what the picture was about they had lots of initial questions which provided the basis for developing more sophisticated enquiry questions. For example, one group began with the specific question ‘Why did these women post themselves?’ and developed this to ‘What tactics did the suffragettes use?’, finally refining the question to ‘Did suffragette tactics get women the vote?’.
· In order to stimulate the Year 7 students’ thinking about a range of possible enquiry questions related women’s suffrage, they needed a broader knowledge base than I could provide through a single photograph. I therefore showed them a short  documentary film  which provided a brief overview of the Suffragettes. Through class discussion, students decided on several potential areas of research and then began to devise enquiry questions based on these areas.  
Helping students to devise enquiry questions and to plan their research 
· Students of all abilities need help when they first begin to devise their own enquiry questions. A strategy that I have found particularly useful is to provide them with question stems (Resource 3a). When students have experimented with the stems and different possible endings, they can have a go at writing their own enquiry questions.  Students can be encouraged to peer-assess their questions. Lots of whole class discussion is needed to tease out the features of rigorous and worthwhile enquiry questions.  
· Providing structures to help pupils refine their enquiry questions and to plan their research is another helpful strategy. I have experimented with different enquiry planning  sheets (see, for example, Resources 3b and 3c). You could discuss these with your colleagues and adapt them for use with your own students.  A crucial aspect of both these sheets is the requirement for students to elicit comments on their draft enquiry question from at least one other fellow-student, and from their teacher, before settling on their final draft enquiry question. This avoids the trap of starting out with a ‘dodgy’ question and ending up in a historical cul-de-sac. Resource 3d shows how one student used the sheet to refine her question and to plan her enquiry. 
Developing students’ research skills
· An important aspect of independent enquiry is the ability to research from a range of source materials and to make effective notes. Students have developed these skills at primary school, and we need to build on this in Year 7 history lessons. This obviously takes time, but it is worth it. When students are pursuing teacher-designed enquiries at the beginning of Year 7 I spend a lot of time demonstrating how to research and how to make notes. By the time pupils begin work on their own enquiries they are already skilled note-makers.    
· Of course, some students require on-going support in making their own notes. Resource 3e is a structure I used to provide extra support for a student whose enquiry focused on whether it was the suffragettes or the suffragists who did most to get women the vote. The student was genuinely engaged in her chosen issue, but was finding it difficult to use  a range of texts to find out about Asquith’s attitude to women’s suffrage. A simple data capture sheet helped her with the process of researching reading and note making. Once the student knew exactly what she wanted to find out she was able to skim the text for key words using a highlighter pen. She then felt able to do some close reading and independent note-making. 
· The enquiry process is a messy one. It involves rough note making, highlighting, crossing out.  If we are over-concerned about presentation during the research phase we can close down students’ thinking.  The search for relevance, organization and substantiation creates untidiness. Students need to be encouraged to follow different lines of enquiry and to re-visit earlier ones.  The research phase should encourage students to churn around ideas and evidence. The final outcome, however, should please the neat freaks, me included!

Helping students to communicate creatively and effectively
· Whether it is a PowerPoint presentation, article, radio documentary, report, letter, Podcast, fictional story, film, lesson, web-page or guide book, the outcome for the independent enquiry is critical in order to motivate students and to help them communicate their findings effectively. I encourage students to change their outcome as they develop their lines of enquiry and an alternative end-product seems more appropriate than the one they originally planned. 

· One of the most successful outcomes for some of my Year 7 students has been the production of lesson plans and resources to teach a lesson either to their peer group or to an older year group. When I suggested this to Year 7 students working on women’s suffrage,  five pupils decided to prepare a lesson based on their enquiry question for Year 12 students who were also studying women’s suffrage. The PowerPoint slides (Resource 2) contain the presentation and resources produced by one student on the issue of whether the First World War gave women the vote. This student displayed exceptional knowledge of the issues. She was able to develop the thinking of my Year 12 group by devising a cartoon-analysis activity, a card-sorting task and a debate which challenged the Year 12 students to develop a clear line of argument on the issue. It was particularly impressive that Year 7 students’ understanding was gained independently, with minimal help from me. Some of my Year 12 group were genuinely surprised by the fact that 11 year-olds had such a sophisticated understanding of a complex issue.
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